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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

Carceral State: Baton Rouge and its Plantation Environs Across Emancipation 
 

 This work examines systems of incarceration across emancipation, beginning in 

slavery and ending with the unravelling of Reconstruction in late 1868 and early 1869 in 

the Baton Rouge area. The enslavers in the region built a system of carceral consumption 

in the 1850s, basing their wealth and power on their control of the state to police the 

property of others in an attempt to retain the benefits of ownership for themselves. They 

outlawed forms of commerce and interaction from which they did not benefit and 

maintained the boundaries of their propertied power through vigilantism. When their 

consumption of black bodies as an elite prerogative seemed in danger, they supported 

secession in the hopes that founding a nation on the bedrock of unfree labor would 

guarantee their wealth. Instead, enslaved men and women rejected slavery in droves 

when the Union liberation of south Louisiana afforded the opportunity. The white 

Northerners who facilitated self-emancipation, however, had their own notions of racial 

hierarchy and treated black Louisianans in ways reminiscent of slavery. Together with 

former enslavers, they defined postemancipation wage labor as an exclusively white 

benefit. Postwar planters found reliable allies among the rank and file of the Union Army 

and used these alliances to leverage unpaid work from African Americans through 

mechanisms like the “boisterous clause.” They forged a common cause with poor and 

working-class whites who they once exploited, relying on a more vigorously policed 

racial divide to grasp power. The result was a state premised upon binding and 

controlling African American workers through theft, extortion, vigilantism, and the 

control of the legal process. 
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 This work reveals how rapidly former enslavers refurbished the carceral 

capitalism of the antebellum regime. It defines incarceration broadly, focusing on the 

ways that planters and employers used the spectacle of violence to control their workers 

before emancipation and in its wake. It also demonstrates the extent of black radicalism 

across emancipation. African American workers took enormous risks to thwart white 

claims to the fruits of their labor. They vigorously pursued an alternative vision of work 

that was undermined only because of the accumulated white power produced by slavery 

and reinforced by the state. This power imbalance rested on a state that substantially 

shifted its approach to poor and working-class whites, which became one of the most 

consequential aspects of Reconstruction. The result was an early reconciliation that 

aligned white supremacist Northerners and Southerners after emancipation. Finally, the 

work points to the impact of ecology on wage labor as a series of floods and crop failures 

drained the capital from the region at the apex of postemancipation black power. This 

convergence of African American power with regional poverty exacerbated the rapid 

escalation of white vigilantism and entrenched the carceral state. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 Sometime in early 1865, Andrew and Caroline Hickley took two horses from their 

enslaver Joseph Reily and escaped to the Union camp at Port Hudson, Louisiana. Union 

soldiers returned the horses to Reily despite the Army wartime policy to confiscate food, 

weapons, and animals from Rebel territory as enemy “contraband.” At the end of the 

ordeal, it appeared that they had only stolen themselves. Nonetheless, the Hickleys were 

repeatedly arrested and imprisoned in 1866 and 1867 for the theft of the animals on 

which they had escaped enslavement. In 1866, the charges against them had been 

dropped with the understanding that they would return to work for Reily in exchange for 

his paying their debt to the jailor generated by their imprisonment. By all appearances, 

their arrest had been a ruse designed to bind them to work for their former enslaver. For 

the Hickleys, escaping bound labor was not as simple as riding a horse or paying a fee. 

Local planters and officials made sure of it.1 

Like many formerly enslaved men, women, and children, the Hickleys’ 

encountered a version of emancipation disturbingly like slavery. Former enslavers 

designed and implemented piecemeal forms of incarceration to reassert their state-

sanctioned confinement of black Louisianans. In fact, as the local Freedmens’ Bureau 

agent, Lt. James DeGrey discovered, neighboring planters and officials had concocted the 

charges against the Hickleys specifically to exploit their labor. Concerned that the 

                                                           
1 Lt. James DeGrey to Col. George F. Schager, May 29, 1867, Clinton, LA; Lt. James DeGrey to 

Lt. L.O. Parker, Sept. 10, 1867, Letters Sent, Vol. 2, May-Dec. 1867, Roll 68, Records of the Field Offices 

for the State of Louisiana, Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1863-1872, Record 

Group 105, National Archives, Washington D.C. (LBRFAL); Joseph Reily, 1850 Census, East Feliciana 

Parish, LA, dwelling 199, family 199. 
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Hickley case would go to trial and threaten his harvest, Reily confessed to the scheme. 

“The whole plan for arresting Hickly and wife,” DeGry wrote, “was laid by [local 

planter] John L. DeLee, for the purpose of getting Andrew and Caroline to work for 

Reily, as they were good hands and he needed some very much.” After losing his 

enslaved workers to flight and emancipation, Reily and his associates resolved to use the 

power of the state to bind their laborers.2 

The Hickleys’ case raises a number of important questions that would shape the 

aftermath of emancipation for thousands of formerly enslaved men, women, and children. 

Was it the state or their individual enslavers who bound them under slavery? Were their 

experiences with enslavement better characterized by ownership or incarceration? Was 

their time working off their debt from jail fees to their former enslaver an extension of 

their incarceration? Did the frequent planter threats of stolen wages, spurious 

prosecution, and violence to coerce additional labor form a new type of imprisonment or 

enslavement, either to the state, the individual planter, or both? There are no simple 

answers to these questions, in part because the process of emancipation itself was so 

complicated and tied to local conditions. Some freedpeople, particularly those in sugar-

producing areas that had been occupied for nearly three years by Northern soldiers, found 

relatively easy access to cash wages after the war. For the Hickleys and other African 

Americans who worked the plantations around Baton Rouge, however, the transition was 

more difficult. Indeed, as their story indicates, they were enslaved late into the conflict 

and were exploited, based on their former status, long after emancipation.3  

                                                           
2 Lt. James DeGrey to Lt. L.O. Parker, Sept. 10, 1867, Letters Sent, Vol. 2, May-Dec. 1867, Roll 

68, LBRFAL. 
3 John Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields: From Slavery to Free Labor in Louisiana's 

Sugar Parishes 1862-1880 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2001); Rebecca Scott, 
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Taking a cue from the experiences of the Hickleys and thousands of other former 

slaves in the aftermath of emancipation, “Carceral State” conceives of incarceration 

broadly. I argue that enslavers and postwar planters relied heavily on the state to exert 

control over their African American workers. They viewed this interventionist state as a 

means to reclaim the racial and political order of antebellum slavery. This is not to say, of 

course, that postemancipation life was the same as slavery. Still, former enslavers did 

everything in their power to make it so. Their efforts culminated in a state structure under 

which black freedom was undermined by a combination of overt public policy and 

nonenforcement. This postwar carceral state was founded on clear-cut schemes like the 

one that bound the Hickleys in East Feliciana, but also more ambiguous designs on black 

workers. Those included using contracts and the courts to access black labor while 

suppressing or even confiscating African American wages. Whether black laborers had 

their wages taken by force, trickery, indenture, arrest, or civil suits, the intended result 

was the same—white locals benefitted from the work of their African American 

neighbors and avoided paying them. The outcome was, by its white supremacist design, a 

sprawling system of confinement that used the state as a mechanism to exploit men, 

women, and children of color. It was, at its core, a carceral state. 

My study builds on an extensive and growing body of work on slavery and 

emancipation, the Civil War and Reconstruction, and incarceration. I examine African 

American labor from slavery through emancipation as a system of carceral labor—

broadly defined—and seek to identify the ways in which carcerality pervaded Louisiana’s 

ostensibly “free” postemanicpation work. Under this framework, I view the prison less as 

                                                           
Degrees of Freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after Slavery (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2005). 
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a location than as a phantom that haunted the consciousness of formerly enslaved men 

and women. Similarly, though I interrogate the actions of sheriffs and justices of the 

peace, I am more interested in the ripple effects of their applied power than in the direct 

and literal consequences of the cases they prosecuted. Working people of color, 

especially as they operated against the backdrop of slavery, understood the extent to 

which white power could be applied to their bodies arbitrarily. The enslaved cook Letty’s 

flight from slavery discussed in Chapter One provides a useful example of the ways that 

enslaver policing power functioned under slavery. Letty escaped just before breakfast on 

March 30, 1853, to the frustration of enslaver Sophia Joor, who had to prepare her own 

breakfast after her calls for a breakfast in bed went unanswered. The Joors were so 

outraged by Letty’s escape that they publicly vowed to “burn” her if they ever recaptured 

her. Thus, although the Joors planned to punish Letty for forcing them to prepare their 

own breakfast, they also designed her torture to be public. I argue that this “spectacle” 

violence animated not only slavery, but the experience of emancipation—that the 

Hickleys’ punishment became a spectacle in its own right. As with Letty, those who 

bound the Hickleys delivered the message to black Louisianans that their lives after 

slavery would be defined by racial exploitation—that systems of justice would continue 

to serve elite white interests.4 

Letty’s experiences also show the extent to which historians must evaluate 

emancipation from the vantagepoint of slavery. Studies of emancipation and “free” labor 

in the postwar south must begin with slavery—a difficult task which too few of our 

                                                           
4 For more on violence and spectacle, see Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1975), esp. chapter 2.; Pieter Spierenburg, The Spectacle of Suffering: 

Executions and the Evolution of Repression: From a Preindustrial metropolis to the European Experience 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), chapters 3 and 4. 
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existing monographs manage to accomplish. Thus, “Carceral State” is grounded foremost 

in established work on slavery and emancipation, which has undergone a substantial 

revolution over the last generation. Eugene Genovese transformed the field in 1975 with 

Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, which started a wave of scholarship 

examining enslaver paternalism and questions of the agency of enslaved people. 

Genovese’s commitment to enslaved agency infamously led him to accept enslavers’ 

claims of precapitalist paternalism as evidence of a sort of contract between enslavers and 

slaves. While Genovese’s findings inspired scholars to take a closer look at paternalism, 

they failed to account for the torture that the Joors had planned for Letty. Scholars 

examining the profit-driven mutilation of enslaved people like Letty challenged the 

paternalism paradigm, showing that enslaved people rejected slavery and ultimately 

brought about its destruction. The most notable of these works, one of many produced by 

the Freedmen and Southern Society Project at the University of Maryland, was Slaves No 

More: Three Essays on Emancipation and the Civil War co-authored by Ira 

Berlin, Barbara J. Fields, Steven F. Miller, Joseph P. Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowland. In 

Slaves No More, Berlin et al. examined the process of emancipation, meticulously 

combing the National Archives to reveal how emancipation unfolded in slaveholding 

states. They found that “slaves—whose persistence forced federal soldiers, Union and 

Confederate policy makers, and even their own masters onto terrain the never intended to 

occupy—bec[a]me the prime movers in securing their own liberty.” There was no 

precapitalist system of compromise at work on plantations for Berlin et al. Instead, 

enslaved people pushed the boundaries of the system until it collapsed completely.5 

                                                           
5 Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll; the World the Slaves Made (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1974); Ira Berlin et al., Slaves No More: Three Essays on Emancipation and the Civil War (New York: 
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Two key factors—the threat of enslaved flight and insurrection—illuminate the 

pressures enslaved people like Letty exerted on enslavers. The specter of enslaved flight, 

examined most thoroughly by John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger in Runaway 

Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation, forced enslavers into constant vigilance lest their bound 

workers escape. They found that resistance was common among enslaved workers and 

created a sense of paranoia among enslavers, who feared insurrectionary plots and the 

potential for enslaved people to flee for freedom. “That the system of bondage could 

disintegrate so rapidly,” they wrote, “reveals how fragile the institution was when 

management broke down even for a few days.” Enslavers’ paranoia was warranted, they 

argue, and became a defining feature of antebellum plantations. Crucially, as Stephanie 

McCurry would later conclude in Confederate Reckoning, enslavers supported secession 

precisely because enslaved people struggled to free themselves, something which, to 

enslavers, seemed unthinkable. Enslavers like Joor opted for secession rather than lose 

access to the meals Letty prepared. In a tangible way, they expected that slavery would 

allow them to live well—to consume beyond what they could produce themselves.6 

                                                           
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 5-6. James Oakes authored one of the most substantial rejections of 

Genovese’s paternalism argument, finding that enslavers were animated by profit motives and used 

slavery—within which Oakes sees little prospect of owner-enslaved compromise—to participate in the 

global economy. James Oakes, Slavery and Freedom: An Interpretation of the Old South (New York: 

Knopf, 1990), xiii, 53, 142-143.  
6 John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweninger, Runaway Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1999), xv, 6-15, 18 (quote); Stephanie McCurry, Confederate Reckoning: 

Power and Politics in the Civil War South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 4-5, 12-13. 

See also, Saidya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century 

America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), chapter 2; Lacey K. Ford, Deliver Us From Evil: The 

Slavery Question in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), chapter 11. For the 

“unthinkable” and its impact on systems of white power, I rely on Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s observation in 

Silencing the Past that, for white elites, black freedom was “unthinkable [even] as it happened.” Michel-

Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 

27. 
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Building out from the labor-oriented scholarship of Slaves No More, historians 

writing under the banner of capitalism and slavery shifted the focus of studies of slavery 

and emancipation to the larger systems that exploited people like Letty. Key to this 

literature, as Walter Johnson observed in River of Dark Dreams, is the extent to which 

“the flow of capital into the Mississippi Valley” transformed space, regulated bodies, and 

embedded plantation slavery in the region. While Johnson’s narrative of slavery’s 

capitalism was moved forward by the steamboat, enslavers’ policing regimes, and the 

expansionist fantasies of the filibusters, Edward Baptist found in The Half Has Never 

Been Told that enslavers propelled the capitalist cottonocracy forward by “innovation in 

violence” that pushed enslaved men and women to their breaking points. While Johnson 

and Baptist find that capitalism and the cotton boom transformed black labor in the 

slaveholding south, Keri Leigh Merritt argues in Masterless Men that these forces also 

had serious implications for working-class white southerners. “Poor whites were 

essentially masterless men and women, Merritt claims, “in an increasingly hierarchical 

world held together by mastery.” Moreover, these men and women understood the system 

of capitalist accumulation in slavery as one that penalized, not just enslaved African 

Americans, but property-less whites “who proved inviting targets for a southern legal 

system dominated by slaveholders.” “Carceral State” builds on this framework of 

capitalism and slavery, finding that enslavers viewed poor whites as potential threats to 

the systems of property and consumption they jealously guarded in slavery. They created 

a system of carceral consumption—the everyday policing of profit and property 

examined in Chapter One—and gambled their lives to cement it in secession.7  

                                                           
7 Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 5; Edward Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the 
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If “Carceral State” tells a story about slavery and consumption, it is also meant to 

show how ambitious former enslavers and their white Northern allies maintained this 

racist system of accumulation in the aftermath of emancipation. A key text for this work 

is Amy Dru Stanley’s From Bondage To Contract, which examines the “contract as a 

worldview.” Stanley argues that after emancipation, “abstract rights of freedom found 

concrete embodiment in contracts of wage labor and marriage—the negation of chattel 

status lay in owning oneself, in selling one’s labor as a free market commodity.” Though 

the idea of the contract signified free status, she insists, it also bound workers to new and 

gendered forms of unfreedom, enshrining the responsibilities of subordinated groups into 

law. Indeed, as Thavolia Glymph found in Out of the House of Bondage, formerly 

enslaved women avoided signing contracts when possible, preferring instead to work in 

their own homes. This became such a problem for elite white women after emancipation 

                                                           
Making of American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014), 117; Keri Leigh Merritt, Masterless Men: 

Poor Whites and Slavery in the Antebellum South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 5. See 

also, Dale Tomich, Through the Prism of Slavery: Labor, Capital, and World Economy (New York: 

Rowman and Littlefield, 2004); Scott Marler, The Merchant’s Capital: New Orleans and the Political 

Economy of the Nineteenth-Century South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Sven Beckert, 

Empire of Cotton: a Global History (New York: Knopf, 2014); Calvin Schermerhorn, The Business of 

Slavery and the Rise of American Capitalism, 1815-1860 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015). 

A foundational text in this body of work is Eric Williams’ Capitalism and Slavery. Williams argued that 

the British abolition movement was rooted in economics rather than humanitarian concerns, and that many 

of the banking and manufacturing firms were founded as a result of the slave trade and the investment 

capital it produced. Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (London: André Deutsch Limited, 1964), esp. 

34-37, 46-48, 52, 92-96. The cliometric turn of the 1970s also helped inspire the capitalism and slavery 

literature. Key texts relevant to this study include Stanley Engerman and Robert Fogel, Time on the Cross: 

The Economics of American Slavery (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1974); Roger Ransom and 

Richard Sutch, One Kind of Freedom: The Economic Consequences of Emancipation (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1977); Gavin Wright, Old South, New South: Revolutions in the Southern 

Economy since the Civil War (New York: Basic Books, 1986); Roger Ransom, Conflict and Compromise: 

The Political Economy of Slavery, Emancipation, and the American Civil War (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1989). John Ashworth’s more recent two-volume masterpiece, Slavery, Capitalism, and 

Politics in the Antebellum Republic, also helped shift scholarly discourse away from the Genovesean 

capitalism-versus-slavery construct and towards a focus on slavery and capitalism. John Ashworth, Slavery, 

Capitalism, and Politics in the Antebellum Republic, Volume 1: Commerce and Compromise, 1820-1850 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Ashworth, Slavery, Capitalism, and Politics in the 

Antebellum Republic, Volume 2: The Coming of the Civil War, 1850-1861 (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007). 
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that, as Karin Zipf has found, they turned to kidnapping, forced indenture, and legal 

trickery to obtain domestic black workers. The Hickleys found themselves in similar 

circumstances when, after refusing to contract with Reily, they were arrested and forced 

to work for him to pay off the debt imposed on them by their jailing.8  

Studies of slavery and emancipation like Glymph’s reveal the importance of 

slavery to emancipated life in the Baton Rouge area. The Hickleys’ postwar bondage 

began in no small part because their former enslaver Reily felt entitled to their labor. 

Likewise, the trauma of enslavement left no small mark on black Louisianans, who 

understood the extent to which white elites rigged local courts to their own benefit. 

Comfort Smith, for example, was compelled to testify against her sister Amelia by a 

Baton Rouge merchant under “fear of prosecution” according to the report of Freedmen’s 

Bureau agent William Webster. After investigating further, Webster found the charges to 

be groundless, made by the merchant “Mr. August” in much the same way as the charges 

against the Hickleys—as a means of control. Comfort, it seemed, was not only the state’s 

star witness, but was also employed by August. Though August attempted to make good 

on his threat and imprison the girl, Webster “took the child Comfort from Mr. August's 

                                                           
8 Amy Dru Stanley, From Bondage to Contract: Wage Labor, Marriage, and the Market in the 

Age of Slave Emancipation (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), x-xi; Karin Zipf, Labor of 

Innocents: Forced Apprenticeship in North Carolina, 1715-1919 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 

Press, 2005), 42-53; Thavolia Glymph, Out of the House of Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation 

Household (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), chapter 6. For more on the line between 

slavery and freedom, particularly in Louisiana, see Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the 

Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); Thomas Buchanan, Black 

Life on the Mississippi: Slaves, Free Blacks, and the Western Steamboat World (Chapel Hill, NC: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Richard Follett, The Sugar Masters: Planters and Slaves in 

Louisiana's Cane World, 1820—1860 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2005); Scott, 

Degrees of Freedom (2005); Jim Downs, Sick from Freedom: African-American Illness and Suffering 

during the Civil War and Reconstruction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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charge and returned her to her Mother.” In Comfort’s case, fear was an implement of 

control, a byproduct of slavery molded by August.9  

“Carceral State” is also heavily influenced by the immense body of work on the 

Civil War and Reconstruction. The field was founded in the wake of the Rebellion as 

Americans, and especially defeated rebels, worked to make sense of the sacrifice and 

changes that accompanied the war. The scholarly inquiry into Reconstruction and its 

implications was heavily influenced by William Dunning, a historian at Columbia 

University. He and his students, eventually termed the Dunning School, argued that 

enslaved African Americans had been happy and carefree under slavery, and only 

became resentful of enslavers after being contaminated by greedy and unscrupulous 

white Northerners. As Dunning theorized in Reconstruction, Political and Economic, for 

example, the Black Codes that imposed severe restrictions on black southerners were 

justified because “the freedmen were not, and in the nature of the case could not for 

generations be, on the same social, moral, and intellectual plane with the whites.” For 

Dunning and his followers, even when read in the most generous light, the racial 

oppression of segregation was justified because of the racial oppression of slavery. 

Though hamstrung by their racist ideology, the Dunning School did manage to inspire 

what remains one of the best works on emancipation and capitalism during the Civil War 

era: Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 by W.E.B. Du Bois. Writing to 

disprove the racist propaganda of the Dunningites, Du Bois depicted secession as 

ironic—“When Edwin Ruffin, white-haired and mad, fired the first gun at Fort Sumter, 

he freed the slaves. It was the last thing that he meant to do but that was because he was 

                                                           
9 Lt. William Webster to L.O. Parker, July 31, 1867, Baton Rouge, Letters Sent, Volume 2, July 

1867-May 1868, Roll 61, LBRFAL. 
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so typically a Southern oligarch.” For Du Bois, it was enslavers, not their slaves, who 

were the childlike comic villains of emancipation. They fundamentally misunderstood the 

breadth of their dependence on enslaved men and women, as well as slaves’ desire for 

freedom, and thus failed the see the general strike that would inevitably follow 

secession.10  

The wave of revisionist scholarship challenging the Dunning School became the 

dominant interpretive framework in the 1960s during the height of the Civil Rights 

Movement. As with Du Bois, who famously began Black Reconstruction with the aim “to 

tell this story as though Negroes were ordinary human beings” rather than racist 

caricatures, the revisionists premised their work on the belief that emancipation and 

Reconstruction were fundamentally positive developments. John Hope Franklin observed 

that although the Dunningites claimed that the Freedmen’s Bureau undermined white 

state and local authorities, “it would be more accurate to say that the former 

Confederates, with the aid of President Johnson, did much to destroy the effectiveness of 

                                                           
10 William A. Dunning, Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865-1877 (New York: 

Harper and Bros., 1907), 58; W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 (San 

Diego, CA: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 1935), 55. For more of the Dunningites, see William 

Dunning, Essays on the Civil War and Reconstruction and Related Topics (New York, Macmillan 

& Co, 1898); J.W. Garner, Reconstruction in Mississippi (New York: Macmillan, 1901); Walter 

L. Fleming, Civil War and Reconstruction in Alabama (New York: P. Smith, 1905); Charles W. 

Ramsdell, Reconstruction in Texas (New York: Columbia University Press, 1910); W.W. Davis, 

The Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1913); 

J.G. de Roulhac Hamilton, Reconstruction in North Carolina (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1914); Clara Mildred Thompson, Reconstruction in Georgia: Economic, Social, Political, 

1865-1872 (Gloucester, Mass.: P. Smith, 1915); Ella Lonn, Reconstruction in Louisiana after 

1868 (New York: G.P. Putnam and Sons, 1918); Thomas S. Staples, Reconstruction in Arkansas, 

1862-1874 (Gloucester, Mass.: P. Smith, 1923); Claude G. Bowers, The Tragic Era: The 

Revolution after Lincoln (Boston: Houghton Miflin, 1929). For more of the Marxist rejections of 

the Dunningites, see James Allen, Reconstruction: The Battle for Democracy, 1865-1876 (New York: 

International Publishers, 1937); C.L.R. James, A history of Negro revolt (London: Fact, 1938); Herbert 

Aptheker, The Negro in the Civil War (New York: International Publishers, 1938); Aptheker, American 

Negro Slave Revolts (New York: International Publishers, 1943). 



12 
 

the Bureau.” Ex-rebels consistently flouted Bureau orders and undermined its authority. 

Historians carried the revisionist banner well beyond politics, analyzing the meaning of 

emancipation for former slaves. As Leon Litwack explained in Been in the Storm So 

Long, the goal of his work was to explore “the countless ways in which freedom was 

perceived and experienced by the black men and women who had been born into slavery 

and how they acted on every level to help shape their condition and future as freedmen 

and freedwomen.” Formerly enslaved men and women, he argued, overcame significant 

obstacles to seize freedom. Theirs was a struggle not only to escape bondage, but also to 

overcome the trauma of white supremacy, both in slavery and Reconstruction.11 

The revisionists clearly discredited the Dunningite interpretation of emancipation, 

black enfranchisement, and Reconstruction as disastrous policies enacted by vengeful and 

greedy northern politicians and opportunists. Because they began in an effort to refute the 

racist claims of the Dunningites, however, the revisionists failed to offer a clear 

alternative story of Reconstruction. As Eric Foner observed in his seminal 

Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, “the literature on Reconstruction 

seems divided between broad studies of national politics that all but ignore the social 

                                                           
11 Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, [Preface] “To the Reader;” John Hope Franklin, Reconstruction 

after the Civil War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 39; Leon Litwack, Been in the Storm So 

Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Random House, 1979), xii. See also, Benjamin Quarles, The 

Negro in the Civil War (New York: Russell and Russell, 1953); Eric L. McKitrick, Andrew Johnson and 

Reconstruction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960); LaWanda C. and John H. Cox, Politics, 

Principle, and Prejudice, 1865-1866: The Dilemma of Reconstruction America (New York: Free Press, 

1963); James McPherson, The Struggle for Equality: Abolitionists and the Negro in the Civil War and 

Reconstruction (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1964); Kenneth Stampp, The Era of 

Reconstruction, 1865-1877 (New York, Knopf, 1965); Joel Williamson, After Slavery: The Negro in South 

Carolina during Reconstruction, 1861-1877 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1965); James 

M. McPherson, The Negro’s Civil War: How American Negroes Felt and Acted during the War for the 

Union (New York: Vintage Books, 1965); Kenneth Stampp and Leon Litwack (eds.), Reconstruction: An 

Anthology of Revisionist Writings (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1969); Allen Trelease, 

White Terror: The Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana 

State University Press, 1971); Martin E. Mantell, Johnson, Grant, and the Politics of Reconstruction (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1973). 
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ferment within the South, and detailed accounts of individual communities or states, or of 

a single aspect of Southern life, isolated from the era’s political history and from a 

broader national or regional context.” Foner hoped to provide a “broad interpretive 

framework with the findings and concerns of recent scholarship.” He balanced the 

political narratives with a grassroots view of African Americans as “active agents in the 

making of Reconstruction” while outlining the massive changes at work in southern 

society. As Foner saw it, theirs was a world of substantial, if insufficient and unstable, 

social transformation. Racism, in Foner’s telling, was less a “deus ex machina that 

independently explains…Reconstruction’s demise” than a worldview in conversation 

with the changes of the era “which affected and was affected by changes in the social and 

political order.” Racism did not exist above and apart from the processes in which it was 

expressed. Moreover, the process of Reconstruction was not only limited by white 

southern racism, but also by “changes in the North’s economy and class structure” that 

“undermined the free labor ideology that had inspired efforts to remake Southern 

society.” The result was a vision of Reconstruction that attempted to disregard the clumsy 

essentialism of the Dunningites once and for all and recast the era of reform as a national 

project.12 

Foner’s synthesis of the revisionist literature provided the foundation for an 

explosion of scholarship on Reconstruction. His areas of strength—particularly race, 

labor, and politics—inspired new interpretative frameworks examining the role of gender, 

westward expansion, environmental factors, and vigilantism in shaping Reconstruction. 

Among the most significant of these developing fields of analysis is gender. Since 

                                                           
12 Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1988), xxii, xxiv. 
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Reconstruction was published, a wave of important works explored the ways that ideas 

about gender influenced Reconstruction and how women, especially black women, 

worked to remake freedom in their own image. In ways that became typical of 

subsequent scholarship, Tera Hunter’s To ‘Joy My Freedom combined analyses of race, 

class, and gender to show how working women envisioned freedom and resisted the 

limits placed on them. Hunter argues that understanding Reconstruction means 

acknowledging the ways it transformed life for African American women, for whom 

postemancipation “work was a means to self-sufficiency, not an end in itself.” Thus, 

many women of color in Atlanta sought laundry work because of the flexibility it 

offered—“they could intermingle washing with the fulfillment of other responsibilities 

and incorporate help from other family members.” “Carceral State” benefits from this 

approach and attempts to understand the actions of formerly enslaved men and women on 

their own terms.13 

                                                           
13 Tera W. Hunter, To ‘Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors after the 

Civil War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 3, 57. See also Julie Saville, The Work of 

Reconstruction: From Slave to Wage Laborer in South Carolina, 1860-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994); Leslie A. Schwalm, A Hard Fight for We: Women’s Transition from Slavery to 

Freedom in South Carolina (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997); Stanley, From Bondage to 

Contract (1998); Noralee Frankel, Freedom’s Women: Black Women and Families in Civil War Era 

Mississippi (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1999); Stephanie M.H. Camp, Closer to Freedom: 

Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the Plantation South (Chapel Hill and London: University of 

North Carolina Press, 2004); Alecia Long, The Great Southern Babylon: Sex, Race, and Respectability in 

New Orleans, 1865-1920 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2004); Karin Zipf, Labor of 

Innocents (2005); Glymph, Out of the House of Bondage (2008); Hannah Rosen, Terror in the Heart of 

Freedom: Citizenship, Sexual Violence, and the Meaning of Race in the Postemancipation South (Chapel 

Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 

Another important strand of scholarship building out from Foner’s Reconstruction is the literature 

examining black politics. This is an especially impressive body of work given the difficulty of locating the 

papers of African American politicians and organizers. Scholars are increasingly taking seriously the ideas 

of postwar black politicians and activists and using new sources to show how African Americans organized 

and waged their struggle for equality in the wake of emancipation. If the recent dissertations and 

conference presentations at the Southern Historical Association and the Southern Labor Studies 

Association are any indication, the next few years may see an explosion in field. See Michael W. 

Fitzgerald, Urban Emancipation: Popular Politics in Reconstruction Mobile, 1860-1890 (Baton Rouge, 

LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2002); Richard Valelly, The Two Reconstructions: The Struggle for 

Black Enfranchisement (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004); Steven Hahn, A Nation Under Our 
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The second recent trend in Reconstruction literature upon which “Carceral State” 

builds is the growing literature on the role of violence in shaping Reconstruction. This 

growing body of scholarship tends to view violence, especially white supremacist 

violence, as infused in every aspect of Reconstruction. The trend is especially evident in 

the recent work on Reconstruction Louisiana. James Hogue, for example, views the 

process of Reconstruction in the state through the lens of five street battles in Uncivil 

War, making a compelling case that Republicans’ failure to punish white supremacist 

vigilantes all but guaranteed the unravelling of Reconstruction in the state. Frank Wetta, 

in The Louisiana Scalawags, likewise identified violence as a central feature of 

Reconstruction Louisiana that undermined the interracial alliance between “scalawags”—

local white supporters of the Republican Party—and formerly-enslaved Louisianans. 

Moreover, as Giles Vandal found in Rethinking Southern Violence, that violence was 

largely unidirectional, with 77% of the homicides committed by white Louisianans 

perpetrated against victims of color. Put simply, because whites could kill African 

Americans with relative impunity, they did so at an alarming rate to suppress dissent and 

shape Reconstruction to their advantage. This atmosphere of violence pervaded every 

aspect of Reconstruction life; white Louisianans threatened, abused, and killed their 

                                                           
Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South to the Great Migration (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2005); Mary Niall Mitchell, Raising Freedom’s Child: Black Children and Visions of the 

Future after Slavery (New York: New York University Press, 2008); Brian Keith Mitchell, “Oscar James 

Dunn: A Case Study in Race & Politics in Reconstruction Louisiana” (PhD diss., University of New 

Orleans, 2011); David Roediger, Seizing Freedom: Slave Emancipation and Liberty for All (New York: 

Verso, 2014); James Illingworth, “Crescent City Radicals: Black Working People and the Civil War Era in 

New Orleans” (PhD diss., University of California Santa Cruz, 2015); Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: 

A History of Abolition (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016); David Blight, Frederick Douglass: 

Prophet of Freedom (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2018). 
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workers and political opponents with disturbing regularity. Reconstruction was, in short, 

defined by a white supremacist, state-sponsored system of fear.14 

“Carceral State” builds on a final ongoing trend in Reconstruction literature—

analyses of postemancipation race and labor. Among the most important works in this 

field is John Rodrigue’s Reconstruction in the Cane Fields. Rodrigue argues that the 

labor and ecological requirements of sugar production “enabled freedmen to bargain from 

a position of strength in the struggle over free labor.” Freedpeople, he finds, “refashioned 

northern free-labor ideology to comport with their own experiences of life and labor on 

sugar plantations and with the communitarian ethos that had afforded them psychological 

and spiritual sustenance under slavery.” “Carceral State” confirms both claims and 

Rodrigue’s finding that emancipation radically transformed labor relations in south 

Louisiana, but stops short of the assertion that postemancipation black workers “were 

now free to move as they chose and to sell their services to the highest bidder.” While 

this does appear to have been the case in the sugar region examined in Rodrigue’s study, 

it was not in the Baton Rouge area, which lay between the sugar and cotton-producing 

regions of Louisiana and where both crops grew in abundance before emancipation. 

                                                           
14 Gilles Vandal, Rethinking Southern Violence: Homicides in Post-Civil War Louisiana, 1866-

1884 (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 2000), 162-163; James Hogue, Uncivil War: Five New 
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University Press, 2006), 114; Frank Wetta, The Louisiana Scalawags: Politics, Race, and Terrorism during 

the Civil War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University, 2012), esp. 164-168. See 

also, Joseph G. Dawson, Army Generals and Reconstruction: Louisiana, 1862-1877 (Baton Rouge, LA: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1994); Samuel Hyde, Pistols and Politics: The Dilemma of Democracy in 

Louisiana’s Florida Parishes, 1810-1899 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1996); Ted 

Tunnell, Edge of the Sword: The Ordeal of Carpetbagger Marshall H. Twitchell in the Civil War and 

Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2001); LeeAnna Keith, The Colfax 

Massacre: The Untold Story of Black Power, White Terror, and the Death of Reconstruction (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2008); Gregory Downs, After Appomattox: Military Occupation and the Ends of 

War (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); Mark Leon de Vries, “The Politics of 

Terror: Enforcing Reconstruction in Louisiana’s Red River Valley” (PhD diss., Leiden University, 2015); 

Carin Peller-Semmens, “Unreconstructed: Slavery and Emancipation on Louisiana’s Red River” (PhD 

diss., University of Sussex, 2016). 
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Former enslavers in the region exerted incredible influence over freedpeople’s 

movements long after emancipation. They concocted abusive contracts, schemed with 

nearby planters, separated family members, and colluded with local authorities and 

steamboat captains to limit black workers’ mobility and access to wages. The most 

significant postemancipation advancement for black workers came in their ability to 

withhold work, which they did with some regularity after the war. They used this tactic 

both as a form of collective action and as a way to reject labor commodification 

altogether. Yet as the Hickleys’ case illustrates, even this strategy for building a life 

beyond slavery had its limits.15 

A third major body of work—the recent critiques of mass incarceration—provides 

a crucial intellectual and political framework upon which “Carceral State” draws. 

Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 

Colorblindness is certainly the most prominent of these. The premise of her work, that 

“we have not ended racial caste in America; we have merely redesigned it,” attacks the 

legacies of historic racial inequality in the present. In mass incarceration, Alexander sees 

a state-sponsored racial caste system erected by white supremacists as a reaction against 

the civil rights reforms of the late 1960s. The defining logic of Jim Crow, which 

                                                           
15 Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the Cane Fields, 2-3, 5. For more recent works on race and labor in 
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Alexander finds duplicated under mass incarceration, was novel less as a white 

supremacist system of exploitation than as a postwar renewal of the overt antebellum 

white supremacist strategy of state capture. Whatever the coercion endured by the 

Hickleys after emancipation, they lived, loved, and labored under a system in which they 

ostensibly had legal recourse. This was not the case under antebellum slavery, during 

which propertied enslavers controlled state structures almost exclusively. African 

Americans and, to a lesser extent, poor whites had few options for resisting enslaver 

power.16  

Alexander’s work is crucial because it investigates not just the persistence of 

inequality, but the economic consequences for prisoners and the communities in which 

they reside. She finds that “the enormous economic rewards created by both the drug-war 

forfeiture and Byrne-grant laws,” which allow local police departments to access military 

equipment, “has created an environment in which a very fine line exists between the 

lawful and the unlawful taking of other people’s money and property—a line so thin that 

some officers disregard the formalities of search warrants, probable cause, and reasonable 

suspicion altogether.” Comprehending this state-sponsored system of theft is central to 

understanding the aftermath of emancipation as it was experienced by black men, 

women, and children like the Hickleys. After managing to topple a system in which their 

labor and bodies were stolen by enslavers wielding the authority of the state, they found 

themselves again bound, often quite literally, to the same men who had enslaved them 

                                                           
16 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 

(New York: The New Press, 2012), 2. See also, Loïc Wacquant, Prisons of Poverty (Paris: Raisons d’agir 

Editions, 1999); Angela Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003); Beth E. 

Richie, Arrested Justice: Black Women, Violence, and America’s Prison Nation (New York: New York 

University Press, 2012); Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation 

(Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2016); James Forman Jr., Locking Up Our Own: Crime and Punishment in 

Black America (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2017). 



19 
 

months earlier. Building on Alexander’s work, Genevieve LeBaron and others have 

dubbed this system “carceral capitalism,” a term that acknowledges the ways that systems 

of punishment work to further enrich elites at the expense of the disempowered and 

communities of color. Viewed within what LeBaron terms the “longue durée of labor as 

punishment,” mass incarceration—and indeed the Jim Crow and Reconstruction systems 

it echoes—spread a disease germinated in slavery. Under this system, presumed 

criminality—no matter the evidence—justified the forced labor of the Hickleys and 

millions of others.17 

Finally, “Carceral State” was conceived in response to contemporary issues my 

colleagues and I discussed during graduate seminars at George Washington and 

Georgetown: what was the role of migrant labor in the arc of American—and especially 

agricultural—history? In some respects, this is a question for a subsequent work as my 

research only addresses migration from the perspective of formerly enslaved people 

seeking living wages and former enslavers working to avoid paying them. Yet there is 

something distressingly familiar in the immigration “debates” of the Obama and Trump 

years—the vulnerabilities of migrant workers exploited by today’s growers are deeply 

reminiscent of the postemancipation system of racial oppression. Though it is a question I 

plan to address more fully in subsequent work, it is important to note that today’s 

industrial agriculturalists deploy the very systems of propertyless-ness and statelessness 

pioneered by racist capitalists after emancipation. Thus, though they examine vastly 

different geographies, chronologies, and ethnic groups, Carey McWilliams’ Factories in 

                                                           
17 Alexander, The New Jim Crow, 80.  
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the Field and Seth Holmes’ Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies provide an important intellectual 

foundation to my work.18  

I examine the struggle for power from below. I use examples from poor and 

property-less workers to the greatest extent possible. When I rely on the records of the 

elite, I emphasize their vision for working people, especially black Louisianans, and the 

extent to which the systems of abuse and exploitation they imagined related to their 

personal, consumerist ambitions. For former enslavers, emancipation was an absolute 

disaster. Their project of reconstructing the antebellum state involved turning the legal 

and wage system into means of consuming unfree labor, and with it, new suits and 

dresses, liquor and cigars, hams and candies. Just as they had before the war, former 

enslavers looked upon black labor as potential property. They had key allies in this white 

supremacist worldview: white Northerners who came of age on minstrel tunes and 

depictions of black torment. Whether they wore a uniform or migrated in search of new 

opportunities, the racial mores of white Northerners enlisted them in a reunionist army of 

unfreedom that reconstructed a state-sanctioned white supremacy in the wake of 

slavery.19  

                                                           
18 Theirs and similar analyses of racial exploitation beyond the Civil War era south also inspired 

me to break more fully with the binaries that often characterized the some of the older “slavery and 

emancipation” literature. Carey McWilliams, Factories in the Field: The Story of Migratory Farm Labor in 

California (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1939); Seth Holmes, Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant 

Farmworkers in the United States (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2013). See also, William 

Bauer, We Were All Like Migrant Workers Here: Work, Community, and Memory on California's Round 

Valley Reservation, 1850-1941 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Peter Benson, 

Tobacco Capitalism: Growers, Migrant Workers, and the Changing Face of a Global Industry (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012); Mireya Loza, Defiant Braceros: How Migrant Workers Fought for 

Racial, Sexual, and Political Freedom (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2016); 

Gabriel Thompson, Chasing the Harvest: Migrant Workers in California Agriculture (New York: Verso, 

2017). 
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Attended at Home’: Union Soldiers and Blackface Performance in the Civil War South,” Journal of the 
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“Carceral State” is arranged around a loose chronology. The study begins by 

examining the ways that imprisonment was embedded in slavery and antebellum 

consumer networks and it ends with the series of crises that unwound the radical potential 

of Reconstruction in the Baton Rouge area. Despite this overarching chronology, 

however, the work is intended to examine structures of oppression thematically. Each 

chapter is organized around a theme—a component of carceral labor extracted by white 

supremacists across emancipation. The first chapter, “Carceral Consumption,” refigures 

enslaving as a daily act based on an elite property fetish that ultimately led to secession. 

“State of War,” the second chapter, approaches the Union liberation of Louisiana from 

the vantage point of Northern white supremacy, which worked to limit the impact of 

emancipation. The next chapters, “The Carceral Contract” and “Policing Profit,” examine 

how former enslavers used contracts and policing to access unfree labor in the immediate 

wake of slavery. “From Resistance to Reconciliation,” the final chapter, tells the story of 

black radicals and their cry for democracy and equality against whom white supremacists 

mobilized to crush the egalitarian potential of Reconstruction by the end of 1868. 

Together, these former rebels and white Northerners rebuilt Louisiana as a carceral state. 

The system of power they created entrapped the Hickleys and thousands like them in the 

aftermath of enslavement. It reconfigured their bodies, once the basis of enslavers’ 

carceral consumption, not as individual property, but as resources bound to the white 

supremacist state. Through this interventionist government, white elites allied with poor 

whites to control the terms of employment, policing, and the courts. Under this regime, 

the specter of punishment and the prison bound African American workers in the 

                                                           
of the American Working Class, New Edition with an Introduction by Kathleen Cleaver (New York: Verso, 

2007), 96-100. 
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aftermath of slavery. Left without legal recourse, the black revolutionaries of 1868 were 

overrun by white supremacist vigilantes who choked the radical movement for equality 

and entrenched the carceral state. 
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Chapter 2: Carceral Consumption, 1850-1861 

 

Louisiana’s newly-elected Governor Thomas Overton Moore attacked 

abolitionists during his inaugural address to the state’s legislature in January 1860. 

Speaking roughly a year before secession, Moore argued that the abolition movement 

would force Louisiana to secede from the Union. He claimed that antislavery activists 

“inculcate hatred against us and war against the institution of slavery, an institution 

interwoven with the very elements of our existence.” The mere existence of an 

antislavery movement was, for Moore, an attack upon every facet of enslaver-dominated 

life in Louisiana. Especially troubling to Moore was the public praise of John Brown 

within abolitionist circles. Just imagine, Moore warned his listeners, what might happen 

if Brown’s supporters “obtain[ed] possession of the Government.” They could limit or 

even abolish slavery. The growing northern “detestation of slavery,” he claimed, intended 

to “make us politically inferior… because it brands as a disgrace an institution which we 

prize as a blessing.” For Moore, slavery could not be bound by democratic processes. It 

was simply too important.20  

Moore’s tirade against free labor democracy reads, in retrospect, more like an 

elite fantasy than a viable system of governance. Looking out from the speaker’s podium 

into the state’s future, however, Moore can hardly be blamed for a failure of imagination. 

He and the enslaver elites he represented had made their fortunes upon—and would 

gamble their lives for—the fruits of “carceral capitalism.” They understood their 

opportunities as bound, often quite literally, by their ability to command unfree labor. To 

                                                           
20 Thomas Overton Moore, Inaugural address of Governor Thomas O. Moore Delivered January 
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that end, they constrained the flow 

of information, technology, 

movement, and commerce, 

defining southern capitalism as 

they safeguarded slavery from the 

perils of democracy. It is no 

wonder that these very men 

banned Hinton Helper’s 

Impending Crisis to shield their 

authority from the thoughts of 

white southern readers.21 

This chapter examines 

slavery in the Baton Rouge area 

from the vantage point of 

consumption. Building on recent 

analyses of capitalism and 

slavery, I argue that enslavers 

created a web of oppression to 

suppress the consumption, and with 
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Journal of Labor and Society 15, no. 3 (September, 2012): 329-330. 

Figure 1: Section from Marie Adrien Persac’s 1858 

chart of the Lower Mississippi showing East Baton 

Rouge, West Baton Rouge, East Feliciana, West 

Feliciana, and Pointe Coupee Parishes. The green 

and yellow quadrants indicate sugar plantations 

while red and blue indicate cotton. 
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it, the wealth of enslaved black workers and non-enslaving whites. Enslavers were 

particularly concerned with an array of local threats to their property posed by non-

enslavers that led slaveowners to use legal and extrajudicial means to curb the 

consumption of others. They viewed this act of policing property as central to 

maintaining their own wealth—a relationship I term “carceral consumption.” Travelling 

salesmen might be secret abolitionist agents. Shopkeepers and boatmen selling to 

enslaved men and women might be slipping them alcohol or feeding them tales of 

freedom. Unemployed whites looking for work might resent planter elites and plot their 

overthrow. Even slave-catchers might in fact be thieves, stealing the very men and 

women they purported to find. Better, enslavers imagined, to crush these potential threats 

to their wealth before they led to trouble. This elite “paranoid style,” which imagined 

revolutionaries around every corner, led enslavers to suppress the wealth and economic 

activity, not only of the men and women they enslaved, but of their white, non-enslaving 

neighbors. This system of carceral consumption—the everyday policing of profit and 

property—represents a central feature of antebellum slavery in Louisiana and, as it 

became embedded in postemancipation systems of power, its most important legacy.22 

                                                           
22 Carceral consumption builds on the work of Ta-Nehisi Coates, who analyzes white supremacy 

through alternating references to the Dream, the syndicate, and plunder. He describes the functioning of 

white supremacy as an interaction of economic and social motives systematized by white Americans into 

an order based on incarcerating Black bodies through a variety of mechanisms that parallel my depiction of 

Louisiana as a “Carceral State.” For Coates, the American Dream of white prosperity depends on this 

government syndicate dedicated to plunder, to redistributing Black wealth and labor to white Americans. 

Within the context of antebellum slavery, I argue, the concept of plunder might also be applied to poor 

whites. See Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me (Melbourne, Australia: Text Publishing 

Company, 2015), 42-45, 70-71, 110-111; “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic, June 2014, 

http://theatln.tc/1KC95mS. For recent work on capitalism and slavery, see Walter Johnson, River of Dark 

Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013); 

Edward Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New 

York: Basic Books, 2014); Keri Leigh Merritt, Masterless Men: Poor Whites and Slavery in the Antebellum 

South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 

http://theatln.tc/1KC95mS
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While we might view Governor Moore’s inaugural message as strictly a defense 

of slavery or states’ rights, a closer reading of his speech reveals the hidden logic of 

carceral consumption at work. Moore made two complaints in his address: that 

Louisianans were “laggard in the career of internal improvements” and that growing 

northern antislavery sentiment endangered the state’s economic, social, and political 

order. Enslavers rejected Moore’s plea that they subordinate their short-term profits to a 

regime of moneymaking infrastructure projects but embraced his critique of northern 

attempts to “make [enslavers] politically inferior.” The root of both propositions, and the 

reason only secession was successful, was the individualized and moneymaking nature of 

Moore’s “blessing” in slavery. Carceral consumption pitted slavery against itself. It 

demanded unlimited individual enslaver power in a system which required broad white 

cooperation to operate. Because slaves were persons who were treated as property, they 

needed to be constantly monitored by overseers who would extract maximum profit from 

them as investments. Trade between slaves and poor whites, contact with suspicious 

northerners, schemes to augment the enslaved population, public works projects, and 

even black prayers threatened to limit the profitability of slavery. According to enslavers, 

these potential threats might spread wealth more evenly among Louisianans, but they 

would do so at the expense of those most invested in slavery. In this way, slavery 

destabilized the system of wealth accumulation in Louisiana, even as it proved 

immensely profitable for enslavers. Secession—the most extreme example of this 

instability—was simply the logical extension of carceral consumption into national 

politics.23 

                                                           
23 Moore, Inaugural Address, 4-6. 
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Moore worried that “when the minority slave section will be without the power to 

protect itself through the instrumentality of Federal authority… the South [will] occupy 

the position of subjugated States.” Enslavers, in his view, were an aggrieved minority 

who “insist only on equality.” The peculiar brand of equality Moore and fellow-enslavers 

demanded, however, required entrenching the local and national inequalities produced by 

slavery. Their sense of aggrievement was not merely one of political loss, as Moore 

argued, but over the loss of property and the specter of equality. Moore and his enslaver 

peers were determined—Louisiana would remain a carceral state.24 

Sarah Morgan Dawson, a wealthy resident of Baton Rouge, echoed Moore’s 

framework in 1862 in anticipation of the Union occupation of the city. She opined in 

April 1862 that the “Yankees are risking their bodies and souls” for cotton. Dawson 

recorded that hundreds of enslavers and thousands of slaves burned their cotton in hopes 

of “disappointing the Yankees.” In this morality tale about greedy Northern attempts to 

appropriate the “work of thousands of negroes for more than a year,” she conveniently 

neglected to mention that Confederates also risked their bodies and souls. For them, the 

stakes were much higher. Not only did they desire cotton and labor, but even sought to 

retain bodily control over those “thousands of negroes” who formed the foundation of 

their wealth and power. Hers was not merely an account of sectional subordination, but 

one that bound consumption to power. Preventing non-enslaving northerners from 

consuming slave-produced cotton, and thus “disappointing” them, revealed the carceral 

consumption they fought to maintain within their communities.25 

                                                           
24 Moore, Inaugural Address, 4-6. 
25 Sarah Morgan Dawson, A Confederate Girl's Diary (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 

1913), 16-17.  
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The relationship of property to confinement was not lost on enslaved men and 

women. They understood that their function as productive property facilitated the 

consumerism of enslavers. Cecil George, sold from his native South Carolina into south 

Louisiana, remembered his new home as a “heathen part of de country” where overseers 

and enslavers “strip you down naked, and two men hold you down and whip you till de 

blood come. Cruel! O Lawd.” According to George, “everybody worked, young and old. 

If you could only carry two or three sugar cane [stalks], you worked. No school, no 

church – you couldn’t sing – and Sundy night dey always have a dance, but you worked. 

Sunday, Monday it all de same.” He recalled that if this strenuous labor caused slaves to 

“say ‘Lawd a mercy,’ de overseer whip you.” The state he described was one of hyper-

productivity in which even prayers were counted as costs in enslaver ledgers. Carlyle 

Stewart similarly recalled being put to work in the cane fields when he was seven and 

could only carry a few stalks at a time. Stewart also echoed George’s testimony that 

enslavers “better not catch you praying to God. When you prayed, you had to hide in the 

woods.” The product of this brutal, driving labor regime was, according to George, “a 

great big house for de white people” replete with all the trappings of wealth. The 

testimony of Stewart and George provided a powerful counterpoint to the paternalist 

mythology preferred by planters. In their experience of slavery, there was no time for 

God and no caretaker planter offering a more humane vision of production. Enslavers’ 

desire to consume underlay each purchased, mortgaged, and beaten body from which 

they extracted labor.26 

                                                           
26 Narrative of Cecil George, narrative of Carlyle Stewart, in Ronnie Clayton, Mother Wit: The Ex-

Slave Narratives of the Louisiana Writers' Project, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 84, 206.  
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Mary Harris’ son explained the relationship of enslaver greed to violence and 

power to his mother’s would-be WPA interviewer, Zoe Posey, in 1940. Harris declared 

that he would not allow his mother to be interviewed because he did not want her to have 

to relive the violence of slavery. He had heard from his mother “about the brutality of 

those days, how they whipped unmercifully their slaves” and saw “no need of rehashing 

it.” Though Posey pleaded that not all slaveowners were brutal, and that some ex-slaves 

spoke fondly of their former enslavers, Harris remained unconvinced. “The more I think 

about it,” he replied, “the madder I get.” He explained that, with his very light 

complexion, he could “pass for white. My mother is bright, too.” For Harris, the logic of 

torture and enslavement was imprinted on his family’s skin because his mother’s father—

Harris’ grandfather—was also her enslaver. Harris reasoned that “a brute… who could 

sell his own child into unprincipled hands, is a beast. The power—just because he had the 

power and thirst for money.” His mother’s black flesh—owned, beaten, and sold—was 

the basis of the system of carceral consumption to which he objected. Harris’ tale 

succinctly reveals the convergence of white supremacy, confinement, and property on the 

bodies of slaves. Even seven decades after emancipation, the resilience of this system 

rendered his visibly fair skin permanently black.27 

Enslavers like Lewis Stirling, who owned plantation labor camps in West 

Feliciana and West Baton Rouge, understood the resentment fostered by treating human 

workers as property. When he sold “Old Billy, Sylvie, Solomon, Harry, Mastiri, Billy 

boy, Sylvias, Nana and her Child Andimon, Magdilin and Celeste” to C.B. Lyons in 

January 1843, Stirling gave specific instructions to his son to ensure that none of the 

                                                           
27 Narrative of Mary Harris, Mother Wit, 95. 
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slaves escaped. He noted that these black workers would “probably be somewhat 

disrupted at being sold, and you must say what you can to reconsile them” to the idea. 

“Tell them (which is the fact),” he wrote, “that I owed Mr. Lyons and had no other way 

of paying.” Old Billy and his fellow workers lived within view of Stirling’s opulent 

wealth. They understood that their own bodies were commercially valuable and were 

likely aware of his vast holdings across the state. For these men and women, Stirling’s 

assurances surely rang hollow. Their sale represented an expression of Stirling’s power in 

property as well as its limits. He had purchased too freely, and they were the 

commodities he had chosen to settle the debt. Though Sterling’s claim to property in 

persons allowed him to exert enormous control over those around him, he was not 

immune to the instabilities this form of consumption created. 28 

Lyons also worried about his ability to control the enslaved men and women he 

purchased from Stirling. He feared they might try to disrupt the transaction and asked 

Stirling to help prevent any sabotage. “Accompany them as far as the ferry,” Lyons 

implored, “or by your presence check, or at the same time console them.” Crucially, 

Lyons and Stirling depicted these enslaved workers’ primary objection to their sale as a 

reluctance to leave one owner and work for another, each emphasizing this element as the 

basis of these enslaved laborers’ anxieties. Lyons imagined that they would be consoled 

by the company of someone who had just sold them. They would doubtless, he explained, 

have a “great reluctance [in] quitting the service of one who has and always been a kind 

master to them.” Stirling likewise wrote that “I have no doubt they will be as well off 

with him as with me.” The enslavers approached the sale, then, as simply another form of 

                                                           
28 Lewis Stirling Sr. and C.B. Lyons to Lewis Stirling Jr., January 10, 1843, Folder 14, Box 2, 

Mss. 1866, Stirling (Lewis) and Family Papers, LMVC. 
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consumption. In their telling, enslaved men and women were primarily concerned with 

their masters. Enslaved workers’ relationships, ideas, homes, property, attachments, 

routines, and customs of their own were only of secondary importance. Of course, Lyons’ 

and Stirling’s relationship to these enslaved men and women was defined by 

incarceration for a reason. Whether or not they physically bound the enslaved men and 

women they exchanged, the relationship of Old Billy and his comrades to their enslavers 

was clearly involuntary and coerced. They did not, and would not, go willingly.29 

Solomon Northup’s famous account of Eliza’s misfortunes in central Louisiana 

provides a more detailed counter-narrative to the story of the slave sale as told by Stirling 

and Lyons. According to Northup, Eliza had been enslaved in Washington D.C. to Elisha 

Berry, a wealthy planter who left his wife and forced Eliza live with him. In exchange, he 

promised that she and her children would eventually be emancipated. Eliza had a child, 

Emily, with Berry, but after Berry’s estate was divided, likely as a settlement of his debts, 

she and her children wound up owned by Berry’s son-in-law, Mr. Brooks, who hated 

Eliza and her family. Northup recalled that “the sight of Eliza seemed to be odious to 

Mrs. Brooks; neither could she bear to look upon the child, half-sister, and beautiful as 

she was!” Brooks told Eliza that she needed to accompany him to the city to sign her 

manumission papers, but instead sold her to a slave trader in the nation’s capital. Eliza 

and her children were taken to New Orleans and auctioned off by Theophilus Freeman, 

who sold each of the family members separately. Northup recalled that “when Eliza heard 

Freeman's determination not to part with Emily, she became absolutely frantic. ‘I will not 

                                                           
29 Ibid. 
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go without her. They shall not take her from me,’ she fairly shrieked, her shrieks 

commingling with the loud and angry voice of Freeman, commanding her to be silent.”30 

Emily’s experiences echo those of Mary Harris. Both women were sold by their 

enslaver-father after the rape of their enslaved mothers. Their brutal treatment of 

enslaved women and their own children stands in stark contrast to the image of 

benevolent wealth and power projected by Stirling and Lyons. Within the enslaver 

household, kinship and property were bound together. This was especially true for Emily. 

Her enslaver-father had spent too freely. This would have been a horrible irony for Eliza, 

who must have realized that the finery she wore into the pen likely contributed to keeping 

her and her children enslaved. Berry, much like Sterling, was unable to maintain both his 

lifestyle and his control of Eliza, so he relinquished his legal claim to her body and those 

of their children. When given the choice, he picked wealth over paternal responsibility.31  

Northup’s account of Emily’s last moments with her mother demonstrate that 

enslaved people’s anxieties about sale had much less to do with an imagined paternalist 

relationship than with separation from friends and loved ones. As Eliza was pulled from 

her daughter, Emily cried “’Don't leave me, mama—don't leave me’… as [her] mother 

was pushed harshly forward; ‘Don't leave me—come back, mama,’ she still cried, 

stretching forth her little arms imploringly.” The impact of the sale on Eliza was no less 

dramatic. According to Northup, by the last time he encountered her, she had been 

overcome with grief and was virtually unable to work, “but a thin shadow of her former 

self. Her face had become ghastly haggard, and the once straight and active form was 

                                                           
30 Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave: Narrative of Solomon Northup, a Citizen of New-York, 

Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 1853, eds. Sue Eakin and Joseph Logsdon (Baton 

Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 30-32, 56-60, 63, 67-68, 119-120. 
31 Ibid. 
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bowed down, as if bearing the weight of a hundred years… Grief had gnawed 

remorselessly at her heart, until her strength was gone; and for that, her last master, it is 

said, lashed and abused her most unmercifully.” To be sure, Northup understood the 

importance of having a less sadistic enslaver, but in his reckoning, it was her separation 

from Emily, not the physical torture, that ultimately killed her. Despite the paternalist 

declarations of enslavers like Stirling and Lyons, it was enslavers’ treatment of enslaved 

people like consumer goods that shaped their experience of enslavement.32 

Enslavers used purchases of enslaved men and women as opportunities to 

celebrate their authority and paternalism. When William Barrow Turnbull, a West 

Feliciana planter, bought several slaves from a neighbor in February 1856, he sent 

instructions to Mr. Truman, the overseer of his De Soto labor camp, to “put them in as 

good quarters as you have.” Turnbull also asked his overseer to make sure that his newly 

acquired laborers had “sufficient clothing to make them comfortable.” If they didn’t have 

appropriate clothing, Turnbull wrote, Truman could “call upon Mrs. Torras for clothing 

already made.” Turnbull ended this passage offering provision and accommodation to the 

men and women he had recently purchased with a warning. “I hope these few days of 

fine weather had not been lost upon you,” he wrote, “and from confusion most 

confounded” the planting process. It was these enslaved men and women who would be 

doing the planting, and Truman who would force them to labor. Enslaved laborers were 

not purchased to be made “comfortable;” they were bought to work. The enslaved people 

Turnbull purchased, however, understood that their presence in De Soto labor camp was 

                                                           
32 Northup, Twelve Years a Slave, 60. 
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involuntary just as they must have known that the old clothes he offered them were not 

made for their comfort.33 

Ramsay Falconer, though born to wealthy enslavers, experienced the labor and 

consumer inequalities produced by slavery. Falconer lived in Pointe Coupee Parish, 

where his family owned a large plantation labor camp called Morganza. Sometime in 

1859, Falconer moved to New Orleans, where he acted as an agent for his family’s 

plantation. There, he visited clothing factories, dry goods dealers, and brokerage firms to 

help manage the camp while running purchasing errands for his kin. But Ramsay was an 

imperfect agent. He wrote his mother Aurora in May 1859 to apologize for failing to 

procure Brazil nuts and for missing the auction at “the great China Store.” A few weeks 

later, he wrote that he could “buy you a set of spoons and forks for from 45 to 75 

Dollars” along with a necklace, “little gloves,” and “six collars and sleeves.” Such finery 

was out of reach for Falconer, who was at once his mother’s heir and subordinate. “I live 

but to confer favours,” he explained, for family “and to oblige my wife.” Yet he made 

clear that his position was not one he preferred, complaining of the toll it took on his 

health and longing to return home. As his mother’s agent, Falconer’s consumption was 

limited by her desires and her control of the enslaved men and women on Morganza.34 

While Falconer served as an extension of his mother’s buying power in New 

Orleans, he expressed shock that this subordinate position left him unable to access 

                                                           
33 W.B. Turnbull to Truman, February 2, 1856, Folder 10, Box 3, Mss. 5059, Bowman-Turnbull 

Family Papers, LMVC.  
34 Ramsay Falconer to Aurora Falconer, May 5, 1859; Ramsay Falconer to Aurora Falconer, 

March 6, 1860; Ramsay Falconer to Aurora Falconer, July 13, 1860, Folders 63, 64, and 66, Box 1, MSS 

291, Morgan-Falconer Family Papers, Williams Research Center, The Historic New Orleans Collection, 

New Orleans, LA (cited hereafter as THNOC). On kinship and the merchant class, see Amanda Mushal, 

“Bonds of Marriage and Community: Social Networks and the Development of a Commercial Middle 

Class in Antebellum South Carolina” in The Southern Middle Class in the Long Nineteenth Century, eds. 

Jonathan Wells and Jennifer Green (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 65.  
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unfree labor. In March 1860, he wrote his mother that his wife was forced to clean their 

room herself while “I have to Black my own Boots now, like I used to at school.” He 

continued that “if you could just see us fixing up the room and getting all ready I know 

you would laugh heartily.” Apparently the sight of Falconer and his wife performing 

manual domestic labor could only inspire laughter for a lifelong member of the enslaver 

elite. Nonetheless, Falconer intended this arrangement to be a temporary one, writing his 

mother that “when you come down Ma bring Old Charley. he wanted me to take him 

when I was up, but I didn't like to because you were not at Home.” Falconer used the 

language of service to describe his relationship to his enslaving mother, but he clearly 

preferred being served. And though his position prevented him from appropriating 

enslaved persons without permission, his family’s performance of domestic labor created 

a spectacle for visitors. Something had to be done.35  

Old Charley did eventually move in with Falconer and his wife. We cannot know 

what Old Charley’s duties were while he stayed with his enslaver’s son, but we know that 

he left his “coarse working clothes” in Morganza. When Falconer realized Old Charley 

was without work clothes, he requested that his mother “tell ‘Old Margaret’ to put all his 

pants and coarse shirts and Jackets in a Bundle and send them by the Boat.” Despite the 

language of Falconer’s initial claim about Old Charley wanting to come to New Orleans, 

it was clear that Old Charley was in New Orleans to work. Months earlier, Falconer had 

asked his mother “Is Old Bunny dead? If she is living, she will have to get some exercise 

when we come” to visit. While there is no way of knowing what Falconer meant by 

                                                           
35 Ramsay Falconer to Aurora Falconer, March 6, 1860, New Orleans; Ramsay Falconer to Aurora 

Falconer, May 17, 1860, New Orleans; Ramsay Falconer to Aurora Falconer, July 13, 1860, New 

Orleans, Folders 64-66, Box 1, MSS 291, Morgan-Falconer Family Papers. 
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“exercise,” it is reasonable, given Old Bunny’s enslaved status, that if she was alive, he 

intended to put her to work in some capacity. Like Sterling and Turnbull, Falconer 

positioned himself as a consumer for others, rather than a consumer of others. He 

portrayed his consumption of the labor of Old Charley and Old Bunny as a favor 

bestowed on each. There can be little doubt that Old Charley and Old Bunny, clad in 

“Coarse working clothes” for “exercise,” would have disputed this depiction of their 

labor.36 

Enslavers like Falconer and his mother or Stirling and Lyons often communicated 

with one another to share the practical instructions and ideology of property and 

strengthen the carceral consumption that entrapped their enslaved workers. On rare 

occasions, they even provided windows into how they explained enslavement to their 

bound laborers like Old Charley. Prominent West Feliciana jurist and enslaver Thomas 

Butler, perhaps as a function of this form of inter-planter communications, obtained one 

such letter from Maryland between Isaac Jones and Eliza, one of his former slaves. Jones, 

a lawyer living in Somerset County, Maryland, responded to a letter from Eliza asking to 

hear from her daughter Jinnie, who was living with Jones in Maryland. Jones refused. 

“She does not want to go away from her Master,” he explained. “She is very fond of me,” 

Jones wrote, “and [she] is a considerable annoyance to me for I cannot keep her off my 

heels in the street… [and] I cannot spurn her caresses… She [is] petted as you used to 

be.” The passage, dripping with sexual innuendo, represented Jones’ clearest rationale for 

binding the girl. He desired her.37  

                                                           
36 Ramsay Falconer to Aurora Falconer, May 17, 1860, New Orleans; Ramsay Falconer to Aurora 

Falconer, July 13, 1860, New Orleans, Folders 64-66, Box 1, MSS 291, Morgan-Falconer Family Papers. 
37 If Jinnie was listed correctly on the 1860 Slave Schedule, the only two girls who fit Jones’ 

description of Jinnie were 4 and 10 years old. Even accounting for the imprecision common in these 
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Rather than address Eliza’s request directly, Jones shifted the focus from the 

relationship between mother and daughter to Eliza’s alleged shortcomings as his former 

housekeeper. He chastised Eliza for having “ma[de] no inquiry after my welfare” and 

wondered if she was angry with him for having sold her. He then described, in great 

detail, how he was “governed by christian principles,” particularly mercy, justice, and 

humility, which inspired him to “condiscend to answer the communication” of a slave. 

Jones accused Eliza of “ingratitude and faithlessness,” a stark contrast to his self-

proclaimed Christian humility. “If you had conducted yourself faithfully,” he declared, 

“no offer would have tempted me to part with you.” As with Jinnie, however, Jones had 

been tempted. He sold Eliza for cash as he was poorly “situated” following the death of 

his wife. And indeed, after all the scolding, he conceded that “you were as fine a servant 

as I ever know I wish you well.” Despite all of his moralizing, Jones’ wavering revealed 

that the central feature of his relationship with Eliza and her daughter was her legal status 

as property. These commercial relations allowed him to separate mother from child and 

benefit financially from every aspect of that process. Jones was not concerned with the 

chores Eliza had done. He converted her body into capital to fulfill his consumerist 

desires while he apparently kept her daughter to fulfill his sexual ones.38 

Enslavers regularly stole children like Jinnie from their parents, selling one or the 

other to increase their liquidity. Stories of rape and sexual assault, like those shared by 

                                                           
documents, Jinnie was probably no older than early puberty. I.D. Jones to Eliza, September 7, 1860, 

Princess Anne, MD, Folder 8, Box 5a, Mss. 1026, Butler Family Papers, LMVC; Levin Waters, 1860 

Census, Potato Neck District, Somerset County, MD, dwelling 349, family 336; Isaac D. Jones, 1860 

Census, Princess Ann District, Somerset Country, MD, dwelling 252, family 253.; Isaac D. Jones, 1860 

Census, Slave Schedules, Princess Anne District, Somerset County, MD, p. 12, line 22. Unless otherwise 

noted, Census material accessed through Ancestry.com.  
38 I.D. Jones to Eliza, September 7, 1860, Princess Anne, MD, Folder 8, Box 5a, Mss. 1026, Butler 
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Eliza Berry or Mary Harris, also reveal a system of theft organized around enslavers’ 

desires. In addition to the theft of their labor time, enslavers like Dawson stole from 

persons of color in more mundane ways to maintain their consumer power. She recorded 

being “disgusted with shopping” in 1862 Baton Rouge because the Union blockade 

prevented her from accessing the variety of shoes to which she had grown accustomed. 

The situation had become so dire, in her telling, that she almost took “a pair of boots just 

made for a little negro to go fishing with” before coming across a pair of “more seemly” 

manufactured boy’s shoes. The choice between going without new shoes and 

appropriating a pair made for an African American highlighted Dawson’s consumerist 

plight as expressed in her diary. The war was, at this point, a levelling force that left 

white elites and people of color with similar options. Dawson found the prospect 

horrifying.39 

Theft was the point at which the logic of white supremacist, planter-oriented 

institutions extended to the persons and property of Louisianans of color. Enslavers not 

only required unlimited access to their bonded workers’ labor, but also demanded 

sweeping access to the product of black labor. When John Leonard stole between seven 

and twenty chickens, for example, he used the language of slavery to justify his decision 

to his father, a prominent West Feliciana and Pointe Coupee planter. He explained that he 

took them from an “old negro” who “would not sell us the chickens.” Leonard and his 

friends from the Louisiana Military Academy took the chickens anyway, only to learn 

later that they actually belonged to an “irishman.” Leonard implied that, had they 

belonged to the “old negro,” he and his companions would not have been disciplined by 
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the headmaster of the institution, then-Major William T. Sherman. Worse still, the “old 

negro… knew as well as I did, that we would take the chickens, and therefore he should 

not have gone away knowing this.” The cabin’s occupant of color, knowing they would 

steal the chickens, should have tried harder to prevent their theft. Rather than apologize, 

Leonard announced that “I don’t care a straw for this,” asking his father “who would not 

eat chicken for dinner if he could get it?” In Leonard’s world, his status meant that he 

was entitled to the chicken. At least in terms of consequences, Leonard does not appear to 

have been wrong. He escaped prosecution, indicating that, in the eyes of local white 

elites, ownership was indeed an elite white prerogative.40  

Henrietta Evelina Smith, enslaved in East Feliciana Parish, recalled the extent to 

which theft shaped her experience of enslavement. Smith related various forms of theft to 

her WPA interviewer: the enslaver theft of her great grandmother’s sexuality through 

rape and the theft of her parents’ dignity, remembering that “my parents were fed like 

pigs” while describing their fellow laborers as brutally beaten and “broke down from 

work.” Smith told her interviewer that her grandpa would sell stolen merchandise on trips 

to Baton Rouge. “People knew that he had stole it,” she said, “but they would buy it just 

the same.” Though perhaps not slaveowners themselves, these consumers of stolen goods 

attempted to benefit from the property enslavers amassed through their own systems of 

theft. Carlyle Stewart alluded to this enslaver theft when he told his interviewer about his 

grandpa, who “was an African nigger: They stole him from there.” In Stewart’s 

reckoning, slavery itself relied upon theft. From the perspective of enslaved men and 
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women like Stewart and Smith, both forms of theft were integral to the system of 

property in slaves’ bodies and labor. Enslavers attempted to prevent each of these—

“trafficking” in merchandise with slaves and the illicit slave trade—when it threatened to 

undermine their own consumption. White elites used theft, normalized in the legal 

system, to enhance their property at the expense of everyone in their vicinity.41  

The opulent wealth enslavers generated by theft could only be sustained through 

state-applied force and state-sanctioned vigilantism. Enslavers like Dawson, Leonard, and 

Jones might appropriate other people’s shoes, chickens, or children, but only through 

unfettered access to state power. This allowed them to selectively prosecute offenders, 

reinforcing elite access to property at the expense of others. Even this was not enough, 

however, as Ramsay Falconer’s experiences working for his family indicate. Elites 

exploited kith and kin to gain cheaper access to spoons, forks, necklaces, gloves, and 

other luxuries. Though enslavers like Falconer, Turnbull, Stirling, and Lyons consistently 

depicted this exploitation as benevolence, the convergence of their property with state-

sanctioned beatings, rape, and theft show how the system rested on coercion. Applied 

power was central to the functioning of property in slavery. Realizing this, proslavery 

politicians like Moore supported secession, not because it was a rational allocation of 

capital to create and sustain a Confederate state, but because it was the only means 

through which they could maintain an elite-oriented system of property once Northern 

support for that system waned. Secession was the ultimate admission that carceral 
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consumption could only exist by applying state violence to those whose property might 

threaten it from within. 

Enslavers relied on a network of force that reached the upper levels of the state. 

Their interests informed a national foreign policy that allowed cotton, sugar, and tobacco 

to be exchanged through protected shipping lanes with minimal tariffs into friendly 

markets. This network extended through the local communities, sheriffs, and courts that 

enacted and enforced laws offering unique protections to enslavers like banning the sale 

of liquor to enslaved persons or establishing patrols to look for runaway slaves. Enslavers 

also bound this web of power to their property in the person of the overseer. The overseer 

was an extension of the planter’s field of vision and power and a regulated outlet through 

which non-enslaving whites could access elite property. In short, the overseer was the 

most visible point at which enslaver and nonslaveowning white interests aligned. While 

these points of contact increased enslavers’ wealth, they also carried risks exemplified by 

the conflict over the sale of liquor, which enslavers felt diminished the value of their 

slaves. This and similar practices indicate that enslavers viewed property not merely as 

the product of accumulation, but of restricting the accumulation of others. Thus, although 

slave ownership presented the veneer of social mobility, in practice, the system of 

policing required to sustain it limited the opportunities available to non-enslavers.42  
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Enslavers and non-slaveowning whites alike understood the wealth embedded in 

slaves’ bodies as nontransferable, which repeatedly brought these groups into conflict 

over the nature and future of slavery in the state. However, this friction should not be 

understood as an assertion of the antislavery potential of poor whites who failed to 

adequately evaluate their class interests. The experiences of William Clark attest to 

working-class whites’ investment in the elite-oriented system of property in enslaved 

men and women. Clark had been a sugarhouse manager for Wilson Matthews, a West 

Feliciana sugar planter, but had been dismissed for drunken and disruptive behavior. He 

returned to Matthews’ sugar plantation just before the 1857 sugar harvest to announce 

that he “wanted 6 [enslaved] men in the morning” to resume his position. Instead, 

overseer J.W. Woodruff scolded Clark, who briefly left the labor camp, but returned later 

that evening and made “himself very disagreeable to all on the place.” Seeking advice, 

Woodruff wrote Robert Barrow, a neighboring enslaver, that Clark’s “conduct is 

perfectly out Rageous,” that he had halted production “in the Sugar House armed with 

double Barrell Shot gun Revolver and Knife,” and that he had refused to leave the 

premises. Clark opted to use force, not to challenge the system of concentrated, racialized 

wealth that endangered his ability to earn a wage, but to gain reentry to it.43  

 Clark doubtless understood the importance of timing to the production of sugar. 

His occupation of the sugarhouse likely cost Matthews valuable time and pushed back his 
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harvesting window, limiting the period his enslaved workers could extract juice from the 

cane to process it into sugar. By storming the sugarhouse, Clark threatened the bodies of 

these slaves even as he demanded access to an enslaved group of men as his own, a direct 

threat to Matthews’ elite access to property that allowed him to monopolize enslaved 

labor. Acts of rebellion like this—not against the system of slavery, but for access to its 

benefits in wages and status—troubled enslavers to such a degree that Barrow suggested 

Woodruff have Clark “arrested for trespassing.” In this fight to obtain a wage, Clark had 

claimed a right that enslavers guarded jealously—the power to confine and profit from 

black flesh—for which he might have gone to jail.44  

Enslavers were particularly concerned with an array of local threats to their 

wealth ranging from secret insurrectionary plots to secret abolitionist agents posing as 

salesmen. Planters especially feared the sale of alcohol to slaves, which they believed 

would hurt their profits and inspire enslaved men and women to revolt. As a result, 

slaveowners took steps to constrain the economic activity of their poor white neighbors 

and slaves alike to augment their own. An article in the Baton Rouge Daily Advocate 

noted the importance of “Vigilance Committees” in “larger slaveholding parishes” 

designed to “put a stop to illicit trading with slaves.” The nearby Southern Sentinel, 

however, was more straightforward in its assessment, commenting that it benefitted the 

“whole community to suppress… selling liquor to slaves.” According to the Southern 

Sentinel, “it is a crime which endangers the peace, happiness and lives of Southern people 

everywhere, while it makes the slave of but little value to his owner—thereby being 

destructive of property.” Exchanges between enslaved workers and poor whites 
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threatened the wealth of elite enslavers. For slaveowners, carceral consumption was a 

zero-sum game. The prospect of slaves or poor whites purchasing alcohol or other goods 

outside networks of elite control diminished enslavers’ opportunities to consume the 

fruits of enslaved and poor white labor and exert control over both communities.45 

The Advocate article, “Trafficking with Slaves,” alluded to the primary vehicle of 

enslaver control: violence. The author noted that he “recommend[ed] that the Committee 

only act in conjunction with the law in punishing the offenders” as it “will surely result in 

more good than the inflicting of punishment without legal sanction.” Elite vigilantes 

managed to avoid the papers, but the degree of their frustration sometimes bled into the 

coverage, as when an establishment suspected of selling liquor to slaves was “razed to the 

ground” and its proprietor expelled from the town of Plaquemine, just below West Baton 

Rouge. Though the justification was that it “obstructed an important thoroughfare,” it is 

difficult to imagine expelling a shop-owner and razing his shop for blocking traffic. The 

Feliciana Democrat covered a more overt example of vigilante justice in north Louisiana 

in “Insurrectionary Rumors.” Locals tried a man suspected of inciting an insurrection, a 

charge often paired with selling liquor to slaves, and ultimately “shot him in the woods.” 

Though we cannot know for sure what happened in either case, it is worth noting that the 

Advocate felt vigilante suppression of poor white and enslaved laborers’ commerce to be 
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widespread. They regarded it as such a problem, in fact, that it warranted explicitly 

discouraging its elite readership from engaging in vigilantism.46 

Local authorities were composed almost exclusively of elite planters, and 

frequently blurred the line between the vigilance committee and the vigilante, particularly 

as they applied power on foreign-born working-class whites. William Rist, for example, 

was a German-born grocer and resident of Clinton in East Feliciana Parish who was 

charged with selling liquor to slaves in 1853. According to the indictment, Rist “did sell 

give and deliver unto a certain negroe man Slave named adam the property of micajah 

Harris” a “spiritous and intoxicating Liquor… without the consent and authority of the 

said Micajah Harris the master of said slave adam.” The District Attorney on the case, 

Augustus DeLee, along with the clerk, S.E. Beauchamp, and one witness, Micajah Harris 

were all enslavers. The other witness, Beaufort Lindsey, was a carpenter who depended 

on enslavers for business. We do not know the outcome of Rist’s case, though he was 

captured in Pointe Coupee in 1863 as a private in the Confederate Army, so it is likely he 

avoided conviction or paid a small fine. More often, however, migrants suspected of 

“tampering” with enslaved men and women were brutalized by vigilantes and forced to 

leave town. An article in the West Baton Rouge Sugar Planter, for instance, reported that 

two peddlers were arrested for “tampering” near Grosse Tête, Louisiana. One suspect 

apparently escaped punishment, while the other, “said to be an Irishman, was tied up, 
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soundly flogged, branded on both cheeks, and ordered to leave – quick!” This victim of 

vigilante justice, the paper implied, was lucky not to have been killed by his elite-oriented 

attackers.47  

Local papers frequently ran stories about flogging and lynching migrants, 

especially salesmen, suspected of “tampering.” The Pointe Coupee Democrat, under the 

header “Lyinched,” reported that “Joe Deno, hailing from Chicago,” was “tied to a 

sapling in [Mississippi] and lashed with hickories,” for “tampering with slaves.” The 

Baton Rouge Morning Comet announced that Englishman Samuel Sharood was expelled 

from Livingston, Alabama “in consequence of his tampering” while local residents 

“called for tar and feather.” As the Sugar Planter ominously phrased it, if anyone “should 

be found prowling about our negro quarters or tampering with negroes, they will, in a 

summary manner, be dealt with by an outraged and indignant public.” Enslaved workers 

were too important to the enslavers who ran the local courts and press to allow poor 

whites to “tamper” with them. The capital investment in their bodies alone accounted for 

a significant portion of slaveowner wealth while their unwaged labor buoyed the local 

economy, facilitating greater opportunities for white locals like Beaufort Lindsey so long 

as they adhered to elite demands.48    
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Enslaver attempts to protect their investments in confined black flesh were even 

written into overseer contracts, as was the case in John Hardy’s 1833 contract to oversee 

Stirling’s Wakefield labor camp in West Feliciana. The document had explicit 

stipulations regarding how and when Hardy would brutalize enslaved workers, lest he 

over-discipline flesh belonging to his employer. He should “never… strike a Negroe with 

the But end of his whip stick or any other weapon by which the negroe might be injured.” 

Further, Hardy was instructed “never to punish a Negroe with more than a Dozen strikes 

over his Shoulders with the lash of his whip except in extreme cases when he thinks the 

cause [?] merits a whiping on the naked skin, and then he is not to exceed twenty strikes 

which must be laid on the Buttocks.” If Hardy wanted to deliver a more severe 

punishment than this, he would have to bring the case to Stirling, who was “the sole 

Judge of the amt. of Punishment to be inflicted.” After this litany of abuses which Stirling 

charged Hardy with applying, the contract listed benefits Hardy might enjoy in addition 

to his salary: “two thousand and sixty pounds of good Bacon, Eighty pounds of Sugar and 

forty pounds of Coffee and a woman to Cook for him.” The agreement also permitted 

him milk, “but at such times as the Sd. Stirling may think it is not to Spare the Sd. Hardy 

is to do without it.” Hardy was also never to leave the labor camp “without permission 

from Sd. Stirling,” a constraint he held in common with the enslaved workers he 

monitored. In this sense, the contract outlined the ways that Stirling might limit Hardy’s 
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consumption. It rendered Hardy a subordinate whose own desires for milk depended on 

those of the enslaver.49 

As Hardy’s contract indicates, the overseer role represented an extension of 

enslaver abuse, observation, and control over enslaved workers. These powers, however, 

normally rested in the enslaver household. H.F. Noble, a cousin of Willie M. Barrow, 

illustrated the distinction between these roles with a unique take on the overseer on a 

winter visit to Barrow’s West Feliciana labor camp. Noble recalled seeing Mac, a young 

boy and another of his cousins, “order and scold the negroes as though he had been 

brought up to do it.” Amused, Noble observed that Mac “has cut a wide swath, and had 

pretty much his own way” by exploiting the racial and consumer hierarchies that defined 

Barrow’s labor camp. The bodies of enslaved men and women were subject even to the 

whims of visiting white children. Mac was eventually scolded for repeatedly abusing the 

enslaved men and women on the plantation and thereby abandoning the veneer of 

paternalism required by his status. Shortly after his reprimand, Mac volunteered to bring 

an apron, a gift from his grandmother to Crecy, an enslaved worker. Noble observed that 

“Mac. took [the apron] out to her at the quarters, and on his return he said ‘Crecy calld 

grandma a good lady.’” The censure had transformed Mac into a “young gentleman” who 

wielded consumer power, able to dole out gifts and obligations that animated enslavers’ 

system of carceral consumption. Meanwhile Crecy, an enslaved woman, likely viewed 
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the gift of an apron as an instrument of unfree domestic labor—an unwelcome reminder 

of carceral capitalism.50  

Mac’s experiences on “Barrowza” indicate the rigid class hierarchy that separated 

elite whites, who wielded power under the guise of benevolence, from all other groups in 

Louisiana. Nonetheless, poor and yeoman whites, and even elite-born dependents like 

Ramsay Falconer, consistently did the bidding of the enslavers on whom their livelihoods 

depended. A glance at several of John Evans’ receipts illustrates the extent to which 

carceral consumption defined this relationship. Evans, a wealthy West Feliciana enslaver, 

paid C.B. Austin $740 in 1858 for his services as an overseer—threatening, cajoling, and 

maximizing the exploitation of Evans’ enslaved laborers. In 1855, Evans had also paid a 

different “Mr. Austan,” the jailor of West Feliciana Parish, for a strikingly similar set of 

services, incarcerating Tom, an enslaved worker, for five days. We do not know what 

alleged crime Tom had committed, but his time in the local jail, along with transportation 

to and from the labor camp, cost Evans $11.25, an investment intended to enhance his 

power over Tom. Evans purchased the carceral labor of jailor Austan and overseer Austin 

to achieve roughly the same ends: complete authority over his enslaved workers.51  

While Evans paid local whites willing to support the exploitation of his human 

property, he also made purchases in nearby stores that helped tie the economic interests 

of the community to his labor camp. Evans bought heavily from local merchants like 

John McKowen and relied on steamboats to transport his crops to market. His purchase 
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of a “Walnut Armoire,” for example, employed a whole host of workers responsible for 

shipping and moving it. Not only did Evans’ capital support local merchants, 

dockworkers, and draymen, but he also occasionally hired white workers like J.K. 

Jackson, to whom he paid twenty dollars for a little more than seven days of work, as day 

laborers at his “Hazelwood” labor camp. Louisiana towns like St. Francisville, where 

Tom was incarcerated, sprung up around riverboat landings and were financed heavily by 

enslaver capital and commerce. White laboring and yeoman residents of these towns 

depended on enslaver consumption for wages, taxes, and a transportation system 

subsidized by shipping sugar and cotton. Even poor whites, often conceived of as a threat 

to enslavers, were beneficiaries of this system of slave labor.52 

Enslavers consistently feared that non-slaveowning whites would attempt to drain 

the value from their slaves’ bodies, sometimes by selling them alcohol, but often through 

stealing their bodies themselves. Elizabeth Ross Hite remembered how her enslaver 

handled the issue when “Rogers and Abraham Rugless, po’ white trash, would wait at 

night to catch de darkies and bring ‘em to deir masters. Some of the masters would pay 

dem for dis, but not my master.” The Rugless clan likely tried to pass the enslaved 

persons they captured as runaways or as having engaged in some illicit activity. Hite 

recalled, however, that her enslaver, Mr. Landro, “would run ‘em away when dey came 

to him wid his people.” According to Hite, this practice was embedded in the political 

economy of slavery under which the overwhelming consumer power of elite enslavers 
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foreclosed most opportunities for working class whites. As she put it, “all dey could do 

was catch slaves for money.” Unable to access the money needed to purchase slaves or 

land, they were forced to eke out a living on the margins of the plantation economy.53  

Mrs. M.S. Fayman, a free person of color, was apparently a victim of a similar 

practice. She was kidnapped and sold into slavery while attending a Catholic boarding 

school in Baton Rouge in 1860. As Fayman told it, she and her class were on an 

afternoon walk along the river with the nuns who ran the school when she was separated 

from her class. Before she could get help, she was “taken up bodily by a white man, 

carried on the boat, put in a cabin and kept there until we got to Louisville,” where she 

was sold into slavery. This was the very process of kidnapping and theft that left Northup 

enslaved near Alexandria, Louisiana, and represented an important illicit trade that, 

unlike the sale of alcohol, was tacitly accepted by enslavers so long as it did not endanger 

their own slaves.54 

Fayman’s account of kidnapping represented an important outlet through which 

enslavers could expand their access to black bodies. Enslaved women like Eliza Berry 

and Mary Harris experienced a more common form of bodily theft through which 

enslavers appropriated their sexual labor for profit. Manda Cooper explained this practice 

to her WPA interviewer in 1940, recalling that, instead of field labor, her enslaver forced 

her to “have a baby every year,” which brought him “more money having children than 
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she could working in the field.” Her enslaver, to maximize the profits accumulated from 

her sexual labor, “would pick out the biggest nigger and tell her they wanted a kid by 

him. She had to stay with him until she did get one.” Fred Brown, born in East Baton 

Rouge Parish, remembered a similar arrangement for the “overlooker,” an enslaved male 

sex worker who was “used for to father de chillen.” The result of this practice, in 

Brown’s telling, was that “de massa raises some fine, portly chillen” worth many 

hundreds of dollars. Even when not direct consumers of the sexual labor of enslaved men 

and women, enslavers treated sex as a form of labor from which they could make 

money.55 

True to the logic of carceral consumption, many slaveowners created a system 

through which they could extract value from enslaved pregnant women through both their 

agricultural and sexual labor. Rebecca Fletcher described the practice succinctly, 

remembering that enslavers and overseers “wanted slaves to have babies 'cause they was 

valuable. So when a slave was about to produce a baby and he wanted her whipped, he 

had a hole dug in the ground and made her lay acrost it. And her hands and foots were 

tied, so she had to submit quiet-like to the beatin' with a strap.” Francis Doby likewise 

explained that “Dey use to dig a hole in de ground so dere stomach could just fit in dat 

hole, and dey lay flat on deir belly. De master don't want to whip de poor little niggah 

baby dat ain't born yet.” Robert St. Ann described essentially the same practice, which 

only ended when “dey pour brine over her” wounds. Edward De Buiew explained the 

human cost of these production-boosting practices, recalling that a similar incident had 
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led him to be “born in de fields” while his mother died moments after his birth. For 

enslavers, the lure of potential profits clearly outweighed the desire to promote sexual 

and agricultural labor as they pushed each to its limit, and in the case of De Buiew’s 

mother, shattered both in the process. Yet, when viewed through the lens of carceral 

capitalism, the brutalized woman’s death was at once an act of consumption and an 

assertion of power, rather than merely a loss of future labor.56 

Runaway advertisements indicate the frequency with which slaveowners’ 

unfettered carceral consumption produced mutilated black bodies and inspired enslaved 

people to take significant risks to flee captivity. William, who was apprehended in 

Iberville, was described in the Baton Rouge Daily Advocate as having “a scar over the 

left eye and whipmarked on the back, right thumb crooked.” Peter, meanwhile, had “one 

finger of the right hand mashed” when, at age 65, he fled from enslaver M. Olinde. 

Benoit Ney, who ran an ad for two escaped enslaved women in the Pointe Coupee 

Democrat, noted that Becky, who also went by Betsy, had “a scar from a burn, and 

another large one on the upper part of the arm” and a festering wound on one finger. Ney 

was especially concerned, however, that Hellen, “a fair complected mulatresse, about 28 

years old,” would try to “pas[s] herself as free” in Pointe Coupee. Hellen had done this 

successfully in the past, and though she had been “brought back,” she fled again later that 

month, likely “accompanied by some one.” That Hellen was able to rely on friends or 

family for help expressed enslavers’ worst fears—that non-enslaving members of their 

                                                           
56 Narratives of Robert St. Ann, Francis Doby, Rebecca Fletcher and Edward De Buiew, Mother 

Wit, 190, 55, 66, 48. See also Frances Smith Foster, Witnessing Slavery: The Development of Ante-bellum 

Slave Narratives (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1979), 108; Marie Jenkins Schwartz, 

Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2006), 135-137; Wilma A. Dunaway, The African-American Family in Slavery and Emancipation 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 129-130. 



54 
 

community could threaten or even overturn their power. Those who rebelled against 

enslavers—William, Peter, Becky, and Hellen—each bore unique markers of carceral 

consumption. Enslavers hoped to use those scars to reclaim them through the most 

consumerist of means: the advertisement.57 

Enslaver records are often silent on the abuses that disfigured the slaves whose 

bodies they carefully described in advertisements. H.F. Noble’s 1853 letter to his aunt 

describing an escape at John Joor’s labor camp in West Feliciana provides a window into 

this regime of abuses that inspired enslaved men and women to flee their captors. 

According to Noble, Letty, a cook enslaved by Joor, failed to answer their calls for 

breakfast, after which Joor’s wife “Sophia had to cook it herself.” Noble wrote that Joor 

then went “out on her trail,” where he remained for a full day without any sign of his 

enslaved cook. Noble explained that “I believe she had been threatened with a whipping, 

when Mr. J. returned, and probably she runaway to avoid it.” Letty’s experiences reflect 

the many-faceted nature of carceral capitalism. Joor bought her several years prior, 

prying her from whatever friends and family she had. Joor had clearly determined that 

owning her laboring body was insufficient, and that subjecting her to the physical torment 

of a beating would better suit his needs. Noble eerily concluded that Letty “will get it 

when they get hold of her again. Mr. J. says he will burn her, a peculiar mode of 

punishment.” Perhaps this “peculiar” punishment was the source of some of the burns 

recorded in the advertisement for Becky, or perhaps they were simply the result of the 
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harsh demands of her enslaver. Regardless, Becky and Letty’s policed productivity 

rendered their every act, indeed their very bodies, as consumer goods subject to the 

whims of a group of elite white men and women.58 

Secession represented the pinnacle of these white enslaver attempts to police 

property and safeguard consumption. As Stephanie McCurry has observed, secessionists 

like Moore advocated an “explicitly proslavery and antidemocratic nation-state.” 

Through exemption laws that allowed elites to withhold their military service and prevent 

their enslaved workers from laboring on public and military works projects, Confederate 

statesmen consistently relied on the military and physical labor of those they had 

excluded from their wealth through “tampering” laws and acts of vigilantism. Indeed, 

Dawson’s tangible frustration with the “low people of all colors” celebrating the fall of 

Port Hudson in Baton Rouge exemplifies the fundamentally elitist nature of the 

Confederate project. Dawson explained in her diary that this “dense mass” was composed 

of the “lowest rabble in the town, workingmen in dirty clothes, newsboys, ragged 

children, negroes, and even women” celebrating the Confederate defeat. “To see such 

creatures exalting over our misfortune,” she wrote, “was enough to make one scream 

with rage.” Here, Dawson’s association of the “dirty” clothes of workingmen with her 

status and the success of the Confederacy revealed the precise, material nature of her 
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proslavery sentiment. The Rebellion, Dawson understood, was exclusively for people like 

her, not them.59 

Dawson’s diary is replete with reflections on her stifled wartime consumption. On 

August 13, 1862, for example, she wrote that “I thought myself beggared when I heard 

that our house was probably burnt, remembering all the clothing, books, furniture, etc., 

that it contained… And now? It is all gone, silver, father’s law papers, without which we 

are beggars, and clothing! Nothing Left!” She had advocated trying to prevent the 

destruction of Baton Rouge as a war measure, but now that she had experienced 

misfortune firsthand, Dawson lamented that there were “so many sufferers” and decided 

that it might have been better to burn the city after all. She candidly reflected that “there 

is the greatest difference between my property and yours.” Having lost her property, the 

basis of her support for the war, she wanted a total war. On August 17th, she explained 

her newfound support for a policy of scorched earth, writing that “I would rather have all 

I own burned, than in the possession of the negroes. Fancy my magenta organdie on a 

dark beauty! Bah! I think the sight would enrage me!” If she could not enjoy and control 

her property, Dawson reasoned, no one should. Destruction was, in this sense, a final act 

of control that obliterated her wealth rather than allow others to consume it. The diffusion 

of property among “such creatures” as white “workingmen in dirty clothes, newsboys, 

ragged children, negroes, and even women” was the only truly unacceptable outcome.60 

Enslavers orchestrated secession to maximize their power over enslaved men and 

women and, by extension, the working-class whites whom they policed as vagrants and 
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vagabonds. The most significant and immediate threat to secession came in alliances 

between poor whites and slaves. Indeed, as the fate of the poor Irish peddler brutalized in 

the weeks after Lincoln’s election near Grosse Tête indicates, fear of such an alliance 

probably fed elite persecution of these groups more than any concrete collaboration 

between black and white laborers. Shortly after secession, in March 1861, the Daily 

Advocate reported that a “gang of runaway negroes, about fourteen in number, are 

depredating almost with impunity on the property of citizens living on the eastern side of 

the Comite River” in East Baton Rouge Parish. The author claimed the band worked in 

“squads, some of them armed with shot guns, and in one instance a gun was put to the 

head of a white man.” Perhaps most chillingly for local enslavers, two “white men are 

with these negroes, both armed with double-barrel guns, and doubtless are the instigators 

of their thieving and insolence.” The Advocate announced that “an expedition is on foot 

to capture the whole party” and promised that “if it succeed, the white villains will get 

their reward.” The “excitement” died down quickly after the original report, and it is 

possible that the threat posed by the “gang of runaway negroes” was exaggerated or even 

entirely imagined. Nonetheless, the initial reports reveal the extent to which enslavers 

regarded white workingmen with suspicion as natural allies of their enslaved laborers.61  

Regardless of whether threats like these were immediate, baseless, or somewhere 

in between, enslavers responded to the reports by monitoring and suppressing any 

interracial contact and non-elite activity more generally. Nearly two months after the 

Advocate report of the gang, the Sugar Planter announced that a committee of enslavers 
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advocated keeping a close watch on “itinerant suspicious travelling characters.” The 

group declared that slaveowners should “keep the strictest vigilance, watch and police 

over their slaves” and “any suspicious transactions or facts they may notice or discover, 

either in white or black.” Here, the aptly-named Sugar Planter revealed the consumer and 

carceral nature of enslaver power over enslaved men and women, as well as over white 

working folk. Two weeks later, the paper warned of several crews of white “flatboatmen” 

who were “caught under very suspicious circumstances with negroes.” The Sugar Planter 

advised that failure to suppress these interactions between white “flatboatmen” and 

enslaved men and women might be dangerous. For enslavers, this ever-present veneer of 

danger, rooted in the exclusionary nature of their system of ownership, justified their use 

of violence. Only through coercion could they sustain an order under which they accrued 

benefits from every political, legal, and economic transaction at the expense of everyone 

else.62  

Decades after the collapse of slavery, Hite observed that the interaction of 

material deprivation, racial animosity, and class antagonisms defined the functioning of 

slavery. Hite explained that a central enslaver fear—tampering—threatened slaveowners’ 

unilateral control over their enslaved workforce. According to Hite, this relationship not 

only characterized the interaction of those on labor camps with their surroundings, but 

also determined relations on the labor camp itself. Hite noted the fine line between 

overseers and “‘po’ white trash,” recalling that working class whites “would whip 
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[slaves] for money too,” just as overseers did in their more formal role. She apparently 

took satisfaction in knowing that local poor whites complained that she and her fellow 

slaves were “treated too good for niggers.” She “told ‘em dat we would rather be a nigger 

dan a po’ white trash. Dat used to make ‘em mad.” Hite’s view of her neighbors indicates 

that, despite historian David Roediger’s claim that “one might lose everything but not 

whiteness,” elite white carceral consumption diminished the benefits of whiteness. These 

benefits were, instead, contingent upon enslaver desire. This was the ultimate reason that 

enslavers policed interracial interaction so strictly: it revealed the exclusionary nature of 

the networks of property on which their authority rested.63 

Enslavers understood that the limited supply of enslaved men and women 

represented a significant weakness in the ostensibly racial nature of slave society. Yet 

they consistently opposed schemes to increase working-class white access to enslaved 

workers. The most significant of these schemes was an 1858 “apprentice” bill that would 

have given white Louisianans access to indentured African workers at much lower costs 

than purchasing slaves. The plan called for the import of Africans as indentured servants 

for at least fifteen-year terms to open the ranks of slave owning to poor white 

Louisianans. In its review of the proposal, the Sugar Planter reprinted a comprehensive 

analysis from the Feliciana Democrat which argued that the apprentice bill would 

“reduce greatly, the value of the slaves already here” and “ruin those who are now 

engaged in… production.” The Pointe Coupee Democrat published a planter letter 

arguing that the bill’s passage would transform enslavers into “overseers without profit, a 

police without pay.” According to these local papers, while the apprentice bill would 
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make de facto slaves available to poor whites, they would decrease the value of existing 

slaves by increasing the available supply. Enslavers wanted to ensure the loyalty of 

working-class whites, but not if it diminished their own wealth.64  

Enslavers opposed “apprentice” bills that might reinforce racial solidarity and 

preserve carceral capitalism from white working-class “tampering” and resentment. Their 

opposite approach to the illicit slave trade betrayed the extent to which enslaving was an 

elite white prerogative. Smuggling enslaved men, women, and children supplied slaves at 

higher prices than workingmen could afford. Enslavers’ approach to the trade varied 

between connivance and outright defiance of the ban on the international slave trade. The 

Feliciana Democrat, for example, argued on September 11, 1858 that enslaved Africans 

aboard the General Putnam and the Echo should be allowed to remain enslaved in the 

U.S. The paper reported several months later that the crew of the Echo was “indicted, 

tried and found not guilty. We rejoice at this result. It establishes the unavailability of the 

laws interdicting the African slave trade, so far as their enforcement depends upon the 

public sentiment of the South.” The Sugar Planter celebrated seven months later in “The 

Wild Africans” that one such group of Africans were returned to enslavement in Georgia 

after “the Government failed to give instructions as to their disposition.” Elites’ divergent 

approaches to “apprentice” bills and the illicit slave trade laid bare their dependence on 

carceral consumption that subordinated all nonelites within their orbit. Slaveowners were 

fine with smuggling enslaved men and women from Africa and the Caribbean, but only 
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in small numbers and to meet their own needs without lowering the price of the existing 

slave population.65 

During the Secession Winter of 1860-61, Louisiana enslavers embraced the 

Rebellion as the ultimate means of protecting their investment in carceral capitalism. Just 

as enslaving elites were chasing insurrectionary phantoms around the Baton Rouge area, 

enslaver-statesmen were holding a state convention to determine the fate of the state. The 

vote for the secession convention has long been contested. The election was marked by a 

wave of elite-initiated violence across the lower south against those suspected of unionist 

sympathies. The results were hardly a resounding victory for secession and were 

immediately suppressed by the authorities, leading many contemporaries to fear that 

enslaving elites had stolen the election. In this climate of incredible tension and growing 

suspicion, the Convention held a series of “secret sessions” that exemplified enslavers’ 

devout faith in carceral capitalism for which they had thrust the state towards war. The 

secret sessions mostly dealt with how Louisiana might finance its secession effort. 

Delegates agreed to send specie from the U.S. Mint in New Orleans to the Confederacy, 

to impound federal property in Louisiana, and to issue bonds to support the war effort. In 

a remarkable display of arrogance, the delegates also agreed to place import revenue from 

the Port of New Orleans into a separate fund. “The governor, and he alone,” they 

decreed, “is hereby authorized to draw his warrant on the depository of said funds,” thus 
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insulating them from any pretense of serving common interests in the legislature. Even 

the taxes generated by carceral consumption served exclusively elite interests.66 

Enslaver politicians like Moore were unwilling to expand the potential 

consumption of poor whites and forego the material benefits of owning persons. Rather 

than pursue the interracial egalitarian vision of abolition or the “herrenvolk 

republicanism” of universal white access to material benefits through whiteness, 

enslavers’ dependence on compulsory labor as the foundation of their wealth and 

authority led them to police property in a way that consistently disempowered their white 

neighbors while binding their black ones as chattel. Enslavers applied similar forms of 

observation to white workingmen and enslaved men and women; used similar forms of 

force on poor whites and slaves to ensure their maximum profits; and employed forms of 

kidnapping to enslave free persons with occasional indifference to the race of their 

victims. While white workingmen and African American slaves were certainly bound 

asymmetrically within the system of carceral capitalism, the Confederate women who 

joined food riots or men who dodged the draft, who occasionally employed the term 

“white slaves,” understood themselves as bound, though certainly not in the same way as 

their neighbors of color. Carceral consumption tied white and black Louisianans to elite 

white property and power under the gaze of the state. For enslaver statesmen like Moore 

who understood the exclusionary and coercive nature of their propertied power, secession 

was more than a political tool. It represented the logical extension of local systems of 
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policing property into the national sphere without which slavery would never be truly 

secure.67   
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Chapter 3: State of War, 1861-1867 

 

J. Harvey Brown, a native of Nova Scotia and corporal in the Union Army, found 

the prospect of emancipation deeply dissatisfying. A lumber dealer by trade, Brown was 

about 21 when he joined the 91st New York at Albany in 1861 to help put down the 

Rebellion. Like many fellow soldiers, his letters home described exotic and often 

enjoyable surroundings, food, and culture. Nonetheless, Brown complained that “thare is 

one thing the men in general don't like, that is freeing the nigers,” and relayed a lengthy 

list of grievances about enslaved workers to his wife. According to Brown, “the slave 

fares better than we do… the poor class of white people.” He grumbled that many slaves 

were fat, wore fine clothes, and “carrys a gold watch.” Worse still, Brown reported that 

slaves “hardly speak to a white soldier, without they first give them a cuss,” though a 

regiment of colored troops “strut as tho the ground was not good enough for them to walk 

on.” Crucially, Brown expressed these frustrations with black Southerners as a series of 

explanations for why emancipation was so distasteful to white Northern soldiers. Black 

freedom, for Brown and like-minded white Northern soldiers, seemed at once to threaten 

the livelihood of working-class whites and to invert the social order at their expense.68  

This chapter examines the impact of white supremacy—the belief in white male 

superiority as the basis of political and civil rights—expressed by white Northern soldiers 

on early Reconstruction in Louisiana’s Baton Rouge area. Most of these soldiers came 
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from New England and New York, and brought with them unique experiences with 

evangelical Protestantism, minstrelsy, and wage labor that helped shape their interactions 

with African Americans. Sometimes, like Brown, they expressed this worldview 

discursively by voicing discomfort with specific Union wartime policies like 

emancipation and the enlistment of African Americans in the Army. At other times, 

personal and official records indicate white Union soldiers’ ambivalence to and even 

participation in violence against Louisianans of color. Taken together, they indicate a 

climate of hostility to basic tenets of wartime and early Reconstruction like emancipation, 

wage labor, black military service, and African American agency. Even white Union 

soldiers who seemed unwavering supporters of equality and abolition undermined these 

lofty ideals through their words and actions. As historian Ibram X. Kendi recently argued, 

advocates and opponents of slavery “used the same language, the same racist ideas at 

different points, to make their case, reinforcing the language and ideas with plausible 

examples on the battlefield.” Support for emancipation and support for white supremacy 

were not mutually exclusive. For soldiers like Brown, they often went hand-in-hand.69 

This chapter applies Kendi’s observation to early Reconstruction in the Baton 

Rouge area, from 1862 through 1867 and finds that white Northern soldiers’ racist ideas 

facilitated military cooperation with enslaving elites to subvert African Americans’ 

control over their labor, property, and bodily integrity. As historian Mark Bradley 

observes of Reconstruction North Carolina, Union officers “attempted to conciliate their 
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former enemies… because they identified more readily with local whites than with the 

freedpeople.” The same might be said for Louisiana, where similar attempts at 

conciliation found expression in the Banks regime that privileged the desires of enslavers 

over the needs of black workers, both in its stipulations and enforcement. Taking 

seriously the ideas and actions of these white Northerners means revising the ways 

scholars have traditionally evaluated the course of Reconstruction. Historians have 

tended to view wartime Reconstruction as a march towards freedom and the Presidential 

Reconstruction of the Johnson Administration as undermining this effort. While useful, I 

argue that this conventional periodization overlooks some of the processes of 

emancipation from below, and with them, the ways that white Northerners were often 

reluctant allies whose discomfort with free black labor helped undercut the egalitarian 

potential of emancipation.70 

Many Northern soldiers first glimpsed slavery in Louisiana during their journey 

up the Mississippi River. From this vantage point, they surveyed the fruits of white 

supremacy—the massive plantation labor camps along the river’s banks. Luther Fairbank, 

a private from the 31st Massachusetts, wrote his sister Julia that “we are sailing by the 
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most beautifull sugar plantations tell Papa that [we] can now see slavery before our eyes 

but different from which I expected.” He praised the arrangement of the “negro huts” that 

“look[ed] tidy and neat” and the efficiency of the “negroes at work hoeing with the 

overseer.” Charles Boothby of the 12th Maine praised the riverside plantations that 

“seemed like a fairy land.” Boothby, who had been a teacher before the war and would 

eventually become the Superintendent of the Orleans Parish School Board, admired the 

symmetry of plantation crops and the vast, wealth-generating labor force, which he hoped 

to see in person after the conflict. He marveled that “30 or 40 slaves - men and women 

could be seen hoeing ‘in the field, where the sugar-cane grows.’” This last phrase alluded 

to “My old Kentucky Home,” which was often sung at stage performances of “Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin.” As historian Saidiya Hartman has argues, performances like “My Old 

Kentucky Home” represented a celebration of slavery for many Northerners despite the 

ostensibly antislavery material, and “reinforced the subjugated status of blacks.” Indeed, 

neither Fairbank nor Boothby’s accounts imagined slavery’s demise. Instead, they offered 

awe-struck accounts of slavery on Louisiana’s sugar plantations alongside vows to end 

the slaveowner Rebellion.71 

If monitored and supervised black bodies elicited praise from Northern passersby 

like Boothby and Fairbank, unmonitored African Americans often provoked 

exclamations of disapproval or disgust. Henry, a Union soldier from the 110th New York 
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who was eventually stationed a few miles outside Baton Rouge, complained to his mother 

that “at Newport News [Virginia] the inhabitants are intirely niggers… I don’t see but 

one white family in the whole town.” This apparently left Henry “much disappointed in 

the place.” Mills H. Barnard of the 25th Connecticut responded similarly when he 

described Baton Rouge, an otherwise impressive city, as “show[ing] the effects of war.” 

He explained that there was “not a person to be seen with the exception of a few 

negroes.” A Union soldier named Frank likewise complained of Baton Rouge that 

“walking about the town it is seldom you see a white cit[ize]n” while the “nigers are in 

thare glory now they think a white man is as good as they are.” William A. Smith of the 

52nd Massachusetts informed his wife Caroline that “most of the people have left and the 

Houses are emty or have a few old Negroes left on the place.” Smith’s distinction 

between “the people” and “Negroes” informed many soldiers’ interactions with and 

perceptions of black Louisianans. Their aversion to town-dwelling African Americans 

converged with Boothby and Fairbank’s celebration of black agricultural work in late 

1862 and early 1863. These concepts worked together to help to shape Union labor policy 

into a system of observation and control that tied former slaves to the sites of their 

enslavement.72 

Though Union troops frequently expressed disdain for areas where black residents 

had seeming autonomy, the specter of slaves who fled their enslavers generated even 

greater anxiety and suspicion. George H. Lawrence of the 25th Massachusetts complained 
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shortly after the Union capture of Forts Jackson and St. Phillip that “there is over 70 

niggers here that has run away from their masters,” including them with mosquitoes and 

rattlesnakes in a list of “torments.” A Union soldier named Parker from the 25th 

Connecticut warned that “the way the nigers flock in here is a c[au]tion” while Boothby 

more bluntly wrote of slaves who “skeedadled” from their masters that “they better stay 

at home.” Smith opined that “the blacks are coming in very fast,” leading the Union 

soldiers to “set them to work unload the mess and hauling the stuff up to camp.” Though 

they benefitted from African American labor, these enlisted men consistently depicted 

enslaved men and women who fled their owners as a nuisance. Even Brigadier General 

Cuvier Grover, who commanded the post at Baton Rouge, complained that “the 

contraband question altogether appears to me to be an expensive and growing 

inconvenience” despite their work on the city’s fortifications and levees. For Smith and 

countless others, African Americans were commodities to be controlled and exploited. 

Accordingly, those who left the control of enslavers required supervision, lest they 

become burdensome, a remarkably similar depiction of black labor to that advocated by 

Louisiana’s rebellious planter elites.73  

Northern soldiers’ discomfort with unmonitored black bodies led them to treat 

African Americans in ways that often replicated the constraints of slavery. Joshua 

Hawkes, for example, observed in a letter a month after the Emancipation Proclamation 

was implemented that those fleeing slavery were either enlisted into the Army or put to 
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work on government-operated labor camps. Hawkes explained the wisdom of this policy 

to his sister in a separate letter, writing “how much better to discipline, drill, control, and 

make useful such a body of men than to leave them to wander over the country, thieving 

irresponsible fellows, plausible arguments against emancipations.” He became persuaded 

that “our free [white] labor” was more efficient than slave labor because, as he put it, 

“new improvements are out of the question among negroes.” For Hawkes, free labor 

seemingly had little to do with justice or efficiency, convinced as he was of the innate 

inferiority of black workers who intrinsically justified slavery if left to their own devices. 

Instead, the logic of white supremacy justified forms of black servitude within areas 

under Union control. A similar logic undergirded the Butler and Banks systems that 

attempted to cement black immobility. Hawkes’ support of emancipation and its 

expression in wartime policy depended on white Union control of black movement and 

aligned neatly with proslavery notions of racial order.74  

Antislavery sentiment and white Northern demands for unwaged labor also 

converged in wartime religious expression that implicitly distinguished emancipation 

from wage labor. A sermon recorded in William A. Smith’s account of a camp church 

service warned runaway slaves to be wary of soldiers. According to the preacher, Union 

troops were divided on the issue of emancipation, but generally “all they wanted of 

[African Americans] was to have them clean and wash for them” without pay. He warned 

“that they would take the last Chicken from them and even take Grandmothers specticles 

if they found them.” Smith candidly observed that the preacher’s warnings were at least 
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partially warranted. Edwin Benedict, however, lambasted the separation of families 

intrinsic to slavery as evil in a religious epistle to his wife. He theorized that “while this 

war is strikeing the death blow to slavery in our fair land it is intended to teach a lesson 

of humility to brake down that arogant prid” of planters. Here, the divine object of the 

war was white Southern repentance, not black Southern liberty. Benedict’s letter might be 

read as an emancipationist or antislavery tract, but this interpretation becomes untenable 

if his work is given a more nuanced reading. For example, he was charged with guarding 

enslaved workers on Louisa Plantation, but failed to reimburse them after eating the food 

they prepared and grew themselves, just as the sermon recorded by Smith had warned. 

Benedict and many of his contemporaries did not condemn unwaged black labor or 

imagine free labor as the cause for which they fought. Instead, they overwhelmingly 

disparaged slaveowners, whose sinful arrogance they viewed as responsible for the war. 

Soldiers like Benedict, or those referenced in the Smith sermon, might support 

emancipation as a means of punishing rebellious Southerners and still imagine African 

Americans as intrinsically inferior and subject to unfree labor.75 

Many Northern soldiers, tasked with implementing a wage labor system, clearly 

envisioned a system predicated on black inferiority. Early labor policy enacted by Major 

General Benjamin Butler in Louisiana was premised on forced labor, requiring black 

laborers to work on plantations or public works. Butler hoped to control black workers 

who fled their enslavers, whom he referred to as “the worst class that rebel against and 
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evade the laws [of slavery] that govern them.” Hinting at the forced employment that 

eventually became official Union labor policy, he reported to Secretary of War Stanton 

on May 25, 1862 that he “caused as many to be employed as I have use for” and 

“directed all not employed to be sent out of my lines, leaving them subject” to 

enslavement. He even theorized that the climate and plantation agriculture of Louisiana 

might “establish the necessity for exclusively black labor, which has ever been the 

cornerstone of African slavery.” Maj. Gen. Nathaniel Banks continued this policy of 

appropriating and policing black men and women. He decreed on January 29, 1863 that 

“respectful deportment, correct discipline, and perfect subordination shall be enforced on 

the part of the negroes by the officers of the Government.” He was especially concerned 

with “those [African Americans] who leave their employers,” meaning slaveowners and 

pro-Union planters, who Banks ordered would be subject to compulsory labor. He 

clarified his labor policy again seven months later when he declared that “unemployed 

persons of color, vagrants, and camp loafers will be arrested and employed upon the 

public works by the provost-marshal’s department, without other pay than their rations 

and clothing.” These were precisely the “wages” of slavery. That he ordained a system of 

semiwaged labor which applied specifically to “persons of color” reveals the extent to 

which racial hierarchy was embedded in official Union wartime policy. Aspects of this 

system, founded by Butler and Banks and supported by their troops, would become a 

mainstay of postwar local and penal labor.76  
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Pro-Confederate John Elder and his neighbors benefitted from early Northern 

labor policy in Louisiana. On June 18, 1862, he recorded that “6 enemey came to 

Williams Plantation [to] order the negroes to go to work” in the fields “plowing Corn and 

Cane [and] Hoeing Potatoes.” The day before, Elder wrote that “A.A. Williams negroes 

say that he and son were shot and burried in the Levee,” though he apparently abandoned 

his plantation and fled to New Orleans, where he died at the St. Charles Hotel on 

September 1st. Nonetheless, Union soldiers policed his abandoned property and oversaw 

his enslaved workers. Elder also reported that some of his neighbors collaborated with 

both Union and Confederate forces to try to protect their property. He penned in dismay 

on June 24, 1863 that Semore Taylor had “taken the Oath of Allegiance,” only to report 

the next day that Taylor “got papers signed to take to [Confederate authorities in] Clinton 

that [he] had not taken the Oath of Legiance.” Taylor’s willingness to align with both 

belligerents allowed him maximum control over his laborers. He used this power to his 

advantage when he “took Mallow,” an enslaved worker, “with a Chain lock round his 

neck a cross the river to Le Blanc and he was drowned.” Elder noted that he had also 

been “asked… to take the Oath of Allegiance. I refused,” which eventually led to the 

impressment of thirteen bales of his cotton. Nonetheless, he eventually received payment 

for the cotton after unleashing a bevy of complaints about the “federal Soldiers of the 

United States Army.”77 

The tendency of enslavers to abuse the system inspired the vocal protests of 

antislavery Northerners like Major General Daniel Ullmann. Ullmann observed in May 
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1863 that the Northern “system [of contract labor] is a virtual rendition of the negro to 

slavery.” He explained that “obtaining any wages under the system as conducted, that is 

simply a farce” and amounted to using Union troops to bolster slavery. Ullman viewed 

the contract as a double-boon to the enemy—a benefit of productive labor to 

Confederates and their supporters and a drain on potential African American recruits 

from plantation labor camps. Forced contract labor “neutralized,” according to Ullman, 

“the moral effect of my movement” by aligning Union troops with slaveowners like 

Taylor responsible for the deaths of enslaved men and women like Mallow. A racialized 

system of forced labor, if not slavery in name, empowered proslavery Louisianans to the 

detriment of the Northern war effort.78 

Colonel Henry N. Frisbie, then the Union commander of Port Hudson, echoed 

Ulmann’s frustrations in an October 1865 report to Thomas Conway, head of the 

Louisiana Freedmen’s Bureau. The contract system had been long-established in the 

farmland near his post, which had been under Northern control since its surrender on July 

9, 1863. Frisbie identified widespread abuses of black workers, however, which he found 

were facilitated by the readiness of Union troops and Bureau officials to support planters. 

He wrote bluntly that “your Bureau utterly failed” to protect the rights of black workers, 

to whom “no clothing food or pay has been furnished [by planters] for two years.” Frisbie 

argued that the Bureau was too quick to deploy Union soldiers to help planters remove 

vocal workers, particularly those related to black troops, from their plantations despite 

widespread “complaints of cruelty and injustice” practiced by former slaveowners on 
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their laborers. Conway worried that rendering too much aid to former slaves and their 

families might undermine the system. He responded curtly that “with a little economy 

and industry the family of the black soldiers could be maintained without expense to the 

Government.” The testimony of Bureau agents themselves attested to Frisbie’s concerns. 

G.W. Bridges, for example, complained that the contracting process would be ineffective 

in 1865 since most black “laborers have gone either to look for freedom or where they 

can roll in luxury and wealth.” Capt. Alex Bailie worried that black workers couldn’t be 

“well regulated” if they weren’t made aware of the “penalties of idleness.” Bailie 

proposed to “collect some of the worst cases” to be employed under government-

supervised forced labor. This fundamental concern for Bailie and Bridges, who viewed 

black workers as lazy, echoed Conway’s critique of their alleged lack of industry. Many 

of these Northern officials, charged with implementing “free labor,” echoed the substance 

of proslavery arguments when they touted the benefits of white-directed black labor and 

the dangers of African American liberty.79 

Taken together, assessments of compulsory black labor like those given by 

Hawkes, Ullman, and Frisbie indicate that, if the Union labor regimes constructed under 

Butler and Banks were indeed intended to placate slaveowners with unionist tendencies, 

they also served to meet the racial expectations of white Northern soldiers. Indeed, many 

white Union soldiers viewed African Americans as uniquely suited for manual labor. 

Edwin Benedict, for example, complained to his wife that he and his comrades had to 
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perform “dirty wirck that is beneath the notace of the darck race” who felt that they were 

“lords of creation just becaus we do not know how to sware and drive them around.” 

Benedict relayed that “it is a comon saying among our soldiers it takes 10 white men to 

make one darkie” work. Frank confessed to his sister that “I have got so lazy that it 

seames as though I can never work,” but criticized the work ethic of former slaves who 

required wages of “$10 per month but not one inch will they go except they get one 

month in advance.” F.A. Belcher grumbled to his family about black workers, writing 

that they “have to have a guard to see that they work and Sometimes they have to Whip 

them to get any work out of them at all for they are lasiest set you ever Saw.” Belcher 

even compared Union soldiers to slaveowners whose slaves left the plantation, lamenting 

that “our boys lost their Niggers when we left Carrolton as it wouldn't pay to bring them 

with us. The niggers also felt bad because they did not get any pay.” Many Union 

soldiers, it seems, had little problem with unpaid black labor so long as they were the 

beneficiaries. Though their rhetoric was sharply critical of enslavers, they often echoed 

proslavery thought in their depiction of access to black labor as a white privilege.80 

John King’s testimony before the Southern Claims Commission gives some 

insight into Union soldiers demands for unwaged black labor. King, who had been 

enslaved by William Dix near New Texas Landing in Pointe Coupee, recalled that 

“Yankee officers would frequently take me to assist in carrying things to and from the 

Gunboats, for which I never received any pay.” After benefiting from his labor, King 

remembered that these Union soldiers “would then send me home afoot.” The impact of 
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King’s testimony was enhanced by his pro-Union sentiment, stating “I was always 

willing to help them in any way in my power. When they made raids into my section,” he 

recalled, “they took me as a guide, and I was very willing to go, and do the best service I 

could.” Nevertheless, much like the soldiers he assisted, King expected to be paid for his 

labor. Nancy Scott likewise protested indignantly to Major General E.R.S. Canby after 

her coffee shop in Brashear City was closed by Union troops that she had served the 

Army “for the last year, for which I have never received any pay.” According to Scott, 

her unpaid labor “in the Hospital at Port Hudson during the whole siege,” along with her 

innocence of any wrongdoing, more than justified her demand that Canby “give me a 

permit to open my shop.” Joseph Hawkins remembered his father’s labor having been 

appropriated, recalling that “de Yankees took my father to drive wagons on de march. 

When de battle was fought at Fort Hudson, my pappy runned off and made his way back 

home.” If the treatment of his father conjured images of slavery, his strategy for escaping 

coerced labor cast “Yankees” as enslavers from whom workers “runned off” to obtain 

their liberty. The prevalence of similar accounts of unwaged black labor from Northern 

soldiers and African Americans alike indicate a commonplace practice that diminished 

the potential for wage labor during wartime and postwar Reconstruction.81  

The theft of black property, the product of African American labor, was a core 

feature of Northern soldiers’ interaction with black workers. John King testified that 
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Union “soldiers frequently came to my house and Kitchen, and took what they wanted.” 

He recalled that “I begged [Col. Dickey] not to take the things and he told me he was 

going to leave me some and promised to pay me for what he took, but he never paid me 

anything.” George Henry wrote his cousin about having told “two women and a negro” 

that “they were perfectly safe if they would give us some thing to eat,” after which they 

took “’Sweet potatoe Pies’ and some good bread and butter with new milk” along with “a 

lot of sweet potatoes and 4 hens, which we thought we might as well appropriate.” 

Sylvester Kimbell wrote his wife that “thare was a niger stole a bag of sweete potatos and 

we made him leve them and we took them for sure our eating.” Sergeant M. Dwyer was 

court martialed in Baton Rouge for “tak[ing] from the possession of colored boy Nathen, 

One or more chickens of the value of two Dollars.” The court ruled Dwyer not guilty in 

part because his commanding officer, Capt. Cheesbro, testified that “I may have said 

[Dwyer] had better take a couple of them. Think I did, also that it was too bad for them to 

be there and die in the sun.” Though commanding officers occasionally charged soldiers 

with theft, they also found it a source of humor, as when Charles Keys recorded Brig. 

Gen. Grover’s joke that “if the 52nd Reg was within two miles of Port Hudson they 

would steal it all and have it hid in their Haversacks before morning.” Grover’s quip 

indicates that incidents like these were hardly exceptional. Rather, the many individual 

accounts reveal that Northern soldiers’ theft of African American property was 

commonplace—it was their prosecution that represented the exception.82 

                                                           
82 Testimony of John King, WGFL, 476; George Henry, Baton Rouge, Louisiana to his cousin 

Emily, March 27, 1863, Alfred S. Lippman collection of Civil War letters; Sylvester Kimbell to Wife, 

September 17, 1862, Camp Clark, LA, Sylvester Kimbell Letters, Mss. 4677, LMVC. Court Martial of Sgt. 

M. Dwyer, Company B, 14th NY Cavalry, Sept. 3, 1864, Baton Rouge, LA, LL- 2591, RG 153, NARA; 

Charles L. Keyes to Sister, February 28, 1863, Baton Rouge, La, Charles L. Keyes Letters, Mss. 3604, 

LMVC. 



79 
 

Nor was it only food that Northern troops stole from black Louisianans. Echoing 

Brown’s complaint about African Americans who “carrys a gold watch,” Pvt. George 

Roby stole a watch from Charles Cross, a free carpenter of color, on the afternoon of 

January 1, 1863 on the street in Baton Rouge. According to the testimony of Corporal 

William Harrison, Roby stopped Cross to ask the time and then “snatched [the watch] 

away from him, saying ‘You have no right to carry a watch.’” When Cross protested the 

theft, Roby reportedly threatened to have him arrested or shot, but after Roby ran off, 

Cross chased him, shouting “stop that man, he has got my watch.” The scene drew the 

attention of Harrison and Pvt. L.P. Chase, who arrested Roby. Chase testified that Roby 

claimed that “they had been in the habit of taking anything they wanted from a Negro, 

and that he ought to have shot the Damned Nigger on the spot, and he would if he came 

across him again.” Roby offered no explanation for why he had grabbed the watch and 

drawn a revolver on its owner, remarking only that he had assumed the watch was stolen. 

Nonetheless, the court sentenced him “to drill four (4) hours per day for three (3) months, 

with forty pounds in his knapsack on his back, to him the word 'Thief' conspicuously 

marked on a placard” and fined him sixty dollars, a remarkably lenient outcome given the 

charges.83  

The Roby case and similar instances indicate a pervasive Northern ideology of 

white entitlement to the fruits of black labor. Though it may have been coincidental, 

Roby asserted that black workers had “no right to carry a watch” on the very day their 

rights were expanded under the Emancipation Proclamation, January 1, 1863. Perhaps he 

feared that widespread emancipation would undermine his own social standing, or his 
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actions might have represented a pattern of appropriating black property, as he had 

confessed to Pvt. Chase. Whatever his motives, attacks like Roby’s, despite their 

underrepresentation in the historical record, reflected more than a temporary and limited 

reaction to emancipation as they accompanied Northern troops into Louisiana and 

continued through 1867, well after most white Union soldiers in the area had mustered 

out of service. On February 7, 1865, for example, Pvts. Francis Sambert, William 

McGowan, and Andrew Moran, stood trial for assaulting Lieutenant George Dennison. 

Dennison testified that the men attacked him only to immediately apologize and claim 

they had been waiting for someone else. Over the course of the trial, Captain John Norris, 

who had come to Dennison’s aid, revealed that “Doctor Grays Servant of our Regt, was 

robbed. I do not know that any body was ever arrested for committing the Robbery.” 

Indeed, no one was charged for robbing the servant. No one even bothered to record his 

name. The real crime, within the context of the legal mechanisms governing the Union 

Army, had been their assault on a white officer, not a black servant. As with Scott’s case, 

the defendants became associated with an attack on a person of color by accident, having 

mistakenly assaulted Lt. Dennison just as Scott unwittingly ran into Harrison and Chase, 

who were on patrol as military police in the city, during his flight from Cross. These and 

similar attacks, during which soldiers appropriated the products of black labor, fettered 

African Americans’ material conditions to the consumerist ambitions of their white 

neighbors.84   
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Northern soldiers sometimes painted acts of antiblack violence as patriotic 

obligations. White supremacy and national service converged in Boothby’s description of 

his regiment’s duties late in the war. He explained that “we have in a military way all we 

can do; both officers and men; furnish… all the patrols in the city and harass or shoot any 

‘niggers,’ when called upon.” That soldiers like Boothby, the guarantors of emancipation, 

viewed African Americans as virtual enemies of the state, to be harassed and shot 

alongside rebels, indicated the extent to which white supremacy governed the aftermath 

of slavery. Boothby’s vision of the postemancipation duty of Union soldiers to suppress 

black rights paired neatly with that of “Mick” and “Jemmy,” two soldiers from the 20th 

U.S. Infantry stationed in Jackson, LA, just north of Baton Rouge. According to resident 

Sterling Neville, the two men paraded drunk around town on Christmas Eve, 1867 

shouting “I will kill every son of a bitch of a nigger before... I leave this town; I am a 

U.S. soldier by Jesus Christ.” A few minutes later, the two men brutally beat John “Bull” 

Smith, a crippled formerly enslaved man who had been resting on a street-side bench, 

with his own walking stick and emptied his pockets. For Northern soldiers like Mick, 

Jemmy, Boothby, and Roby, the rights to property and bodily integrity were exclusively 

white, and challenges to this racial order justified violence at the hands of those pledged 

to defend the Union.85  

The assault on Smith failed to generate much of a response from Union officers 

other than the lengthy report of the Canadian-born Bureau agent, Lieutenant James 
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DeGrey. He wrote to his superior that “the troops which were sent to Jackson, were 

totally unnecessary, unless it was for the protection of colored people, yet, on the 

contrary, they insult and assault all whom they meet.” For DeGrey, these troops were 

little better than the white residents of Jackson who committed “many outrages on 

freedmen.” Despite the collapse of slavery, DeGrey found that black residents of the 

town had no guardians of their freedom. The civil government regularly imprisoned them 

on false charges intended to generate legal fees while Union soldiers insulted, beat, and 

robbed them. Even though DeGrey objected vigorously to their actions, Mick and Jemmy 

appear to have escaped prosecution for their attack on Smith. The final record of the case 

came in the form of a formal protest: “John [Jonas] Stewart vs. U.S. Infantry.” Stewart, 

who had also been enslaved, complained that nothing had been done to address the 

assault on Smith, to which DeGrey replied only that the case had been reported to Bureau 

Headquarters. Incidents like this doubtless convinced many freedpeople that Union 

soldiers were all too willing to join their former enslavers in exploiting African 

Americans to their own benefit.86 

Some white Northern troops expressed concern that African Americans were so 

dangerous and burdensome that the program of suppressing their rights and appropriating 

their labor pursued by Boothby, Mick, and Jemmy might not be adequate. Frank recorded 

in a letter to his sister that black bodies were “the shape [of] men” but “all they wer fit for 

is slaves.” He continued “that I had a little abolisonest blod in me before I came out heare 
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but I be darned if I have now” and ominously concluded that “what [the] goverment is 

going to do with the black cuses is more than I can tell I know what I would do with them 

but I wont say heare.” In a letter to Ebenezer Parsons, one unnamed Union soldier gave a 

more straightforward answer to the “nigger question,” writing “let the nigger slide into 

the water at the nearest available point; but when they slide, cut their throats, out of 

humanity.” He reasoned that “their destiny is slavery or death,” and since “to work them 

without pay is slavery; out and out; which this war is working against,” the only 

alternative appeared to be genocide. If Banks’ system of wage labor based on nominally 

voluntary contracts was feasible, Frank’s testimony and that in the Parsons letter 

demonstrate the substantial constraints on its implementation. White supremacist 

Northerners’ iteration of the “nigger question” did not revolve around what African 

Americans might do in the aftermath of the war, but what white men might do with them. 

Indeed, this was the root of Col. Frisbie’s critique of the system in 1865—that it was half-

heartedly enforced and benefitted former enslavers at the expense of black workers. In 

this sense, the logic that informed these and similar responses to emancipation echoed the 

racial utilitarianism espoused by proslavery rebels.87 

 After the Union opened its ranks to black soldiers in mid-1862, white soldiers 

often expressed frustration at sharing the honors of military service with former slaves. 

Andrew Minnick, a private in the 69th Indiana, assured his father that though “men Say 

that Nigroes want [to] fight tell them for me that tha are mistaken.” Sam White disagreed, 

writing that African Americans would “make tip top Soldiers better than white ones ever 

                                                           
87 William Smith to Caroline Smith, December 29, 1862, Baton Rouge, LA, William A. Smith 

letters; Union Soldier Frank to Ann, April 13, 1863, Baton Rouge, LA, Anonymous Civil War Letter; 

Anonymous Union Soldier to Ebenezer Parsons, Sept. 9, 1862, New Orleans, La, Anonymous Baton Rouge 

Civil War Letter, Mss. 4789, LMVC. 



84 
 

dared to be” because “they will fight like the Devil.” Sergeant Jordan Harris, who was 

briefly stationed a few miles upriver of Baton Rouge following the Red River Campaign, 

recorded a speech on the Emancipation Proclamation by Adjutant General John Logan at 

Berry Landing that similarly depicted black soldiers in inhuman terms. Logan apparently 

advocated “using anything to destroy [the Rebels’] power whether Negroes, elephants, 

bears, lions or anything else,” which Harris described as “the very best [speech] I ever 

heard.” John H. Guild, a private in the 3rd Massachusetts Cavalry, observed that black 

troops would indeed fight, but that when they came under fire, “it was fun to see the 

darkies skeedaddle in all directions bent almost double.” Guild found their performance 

so humorous that he declared “I would give all the spare money I had to have had the 

privelege of shooting as many of the black rats as I could.” Guild’s and similar statements 

left little room for black freedom, choosing instead to fantasize about genocide rather 

than black equality.88  

White Union soldiers wore the same uniforms and fought under the same flag as 

African American troops. For enlisted men like John Guild and Sam White, however, the 

differences between black and white troops stopped there. Whether cast as rats, devils, 

wild animals, or simply “Nigroes,” white Union soldiers borrowed imagery from 

proslavery thought and consistently depicted black troops as aberrant and inferior 
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regardless of their effectiveness. The ease with which 

they deployed enslaver language reveals their 

discomfort with the potentially levelling elements of 

emancipation. Soldiers like Taylor, a drummer for the 

78th USCT, were certainly neither devils nor rats. 

Nonetheless, the evaporation of the racialized legal 

constraints that bound black Louisianans as a permanent 

underclass generated a significant backlash against 

Taylor and his USCT comrades. What Taylor doubtless 

viewed as a source of pride—his uniform and 

antislavery cause—became vehicles of derision in the 

hands of his white Northern counterparts.89  

Though white Union soldiers often expressed 

concern with black enlistment in the military and the 

degree of respect that role conferred, their unwillingness 

to salute African American officers indicates the racial 

hierarchy many supported regardless of emancipation. To require any white soldier to 

salute officers of color represented a visible, un-American assault on white supremacy. 

Hawkes wrote to his sister that there was “some trouble about the military salute.” 

Distinguishing between “negro” and “American” officers, Hawkes explained that the 

“trouble” was that white officers refused to salute officers of color. One white officer 

even shouted “God damn you, if you ask that again I will blow your brains out” at a black 
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Figure 2: Undated photo of 
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officer requesting a salute. In a subsequent letter, Hawkes bemoaned this widespread and 

“unaccountable antipathy felt by the white toward the black soldiers” and suggested that 

white officers refusing to salute their African American counterparts should be court-

martialed for breaching the military code of conduct. Boothby, who referred to African 

American regiments as the “Corps de Nigger,” also wrote about saluting and other 

problems posed by black soldiers given the widespread racism in the Union ranks. 

Boothby opined that black troops had “not been of any benefit to the Union cause” since 

“the regiments are composed of free negroes entirely, but a negro is a negro, whether 

slave or free.” Accordingly, Boothby felt certain that “a white soldier never will salute a 

colored officer” and that black soldiers were “generally disliked by the troops here.” He 

considered this dislike so great that despite their shared opposition to the Rebellion, black 

troops “must be kept separate from the white soldiers, or they will have a graveyard 

started… in short time.” Col. Frisbie, who frequently decried racist treatment of former 

slaves, seemingly agreed with Boothby’s assessment. In a letter to Union headquarters in 

New Orleans, Frisbie observed that “the policy of… mixing white and black regiments to 

form a new one for raiding purposes temporarily is exceedingly injudicious and 

productive of much evil and disorganization and but little good can ever come of it.” For 

Boothby, Frisbie, and the popular soldiers’ views they claimed to present, the common 

rebel enemy failed to make allies out of ostensibly natural racial foes. Even Hawkes, who 

sympathized with black troops, envisioned a racial hierarchy in the distinction between 

“American” and “negro” soldiers. The distinction between black Louisianans and 

ostensibly white, authentic Americans represented a common element in each of these 



87 
 

constructions. This racialized vision of Americanness indicated the limited capacity of 

the military to support the more radical consequences of emancipation.90  

White Northern soldiers expressed views of African Americans’ inferiority 

despite a wealth of information to the contrary. Indeed, Union soldiers relied heavily on 

information gleaned from black scouts, informants, and spies as well as the labor and 

support of black troops and workers. Reflecting on the most famous example, the 

performance of black troops at Port Hudson, just upriver of Baton Rouge, Elias Strunke 

wrote Maj. Gen. Ullmann of how “valiantly did the heroic descendants of Africa move 

forward cool as if Marshaled for dress parade, under a most murderous fire from the 

enemies guns.” Major Frank Marston reported to Maj. Gen. Canby about a different 

aspect of black service, noting that “a negro spy [was] sent to Woodville, Miss. to make 

investigations in regard to pontoons and rations” near the town. The unnamed spy, who 

would have travelled roughly forty miles through Confederate East Feliciana Parish and 

Mississippi, reported that Confederate “General Dick Taylor has some 3000 men two 

miles east of Woodville, and is collecting all possible for an attack on… either Natchez or 

Port Hudson.” Marston informed Lieutenant Colonel C.T. Christensen that “Lieut. John 

Reynolds, a notorious jayhawker, professing to be of Colonel Gober’s command, has just 

been brought into Baton Rouge and placed in jail. Was found in a house five miles 

distant, insensible from blows inflicted by an ax in the hands of a negro.” Marston’s 

reports highlight the crucial role of black Louisianans in defeating the Confederacy that 
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should have been evident to Northern soldiers who consistently collected information and 

material support from black workers. Despite the value of this service to the Union, 

African American soldiers and civilians were consistently underpaid or even unpaid for 

their labors on behalf of the war effort and demeaned even as they enabled Union 

successes around Baton Rouge.91  

The triumph of the Northern war effort depended not only on individual, 

voluntary black service, but also on the unfree labor of enslaved workers on rebel 

plantations.  The product of their labor was often confiscated by Union troops to help 

finance the Union Army. To view the war as the outgrowth of a Northern preference for 

free labor would be, in this sense, a supreme irony as it was financed by the products of 

slave labor. In a letter to the Secretary of War recalling the impact of the capture of Port 

Hudson, Gen. Banks wrote that the Army under his command captured “20,000 head of 

horses, cattle, and mules, [and] 10,000 bales of cotton.” Banks considered this a major 

contribution since “the cattle, horses, mules, cotton, and other products of the country 

were sent to New Orleans, turned over to the quartermaster, and… applied to the support 

of the Government.” In fact, these bales of cotton served not only to help finance the war, 

but also formed literal bulwarks against the Rebellion, as recounted by Hawkes. He 

wrote his family that “about one thousand bales were rolled out onto a breastwork 

enclosing the remaining cotton and the said stores” after soldiers heard rumors of a 

possible Rebel cavalry raid to burn the captured cotton. Hawkes described the cotton 
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fortress as “three tiers high, the two lower ones lying traverse, the upper one longitudinal 

and would cover a man's head.” The attack never materialized, however, and at the time 

of his letter, Hawkes reported that “the wall is now being removed and will soon be in a 

New England factory, I hope.” The product of black labor in sugar, cotton, corn, horses, 

cattle, and mules was transformed into wages for Northern soldiers and factory workers. 

Black labor helped to subsidize the cost of the war effort even as white Union soldiers 

worked to undermine African American equality in its aftermath.92  

Black soldiers had to overcome more than words to serve the Union war effort 

and were often subjected to treatment that white soldiers rarely had to endure. James 

Griff of the 81st U.S. Colored Infantry was sentenced to four months of hard labor on the 

fortifications of Port Hudson, where his unit was stationed, for being caught a few 

hundred feet in advance of his post. According to his statement, he “left our Guard Q'rs in 

the morning to go out side and get some watermelons” when he was arrested. Griff 

maintained that, had he not been detained, he would have been back at his post within 

minutes. He might also have added that his behavior was commonly accepted among 

white troops, which they frequently mentioned in their letters. Pvt. Randall Marshall, also 

of the 81st USCI, was tried for refusing to sit on a barrel as punishment for being late for 

roll call and for speaking in a “loud, and disrespectful, and insulting manner.” According 

to the testimony of Lt. S.I. Newman, after being told to sit on the barrel immediately 

upon returning from guard duty, “the accused answered that he did not come there to be 
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used like a dog by white men.” Marshall’s retort, which earned him a sentence of four 

months at hard labor, communicated the popular perception among black troops that they 

were constrained in ways their white comrades rarely experienced.93 

The systems of punishment and labor implemented by the Union Army in 

Louisiana bound black bodies to specific types and locations of labor that strongly 

resembled the proslavery racial hierarchy of secessionists. The relative similarities 

between military, convict, and slave labor were evident to black prisoners like Jack 

Morris. He pleaded his case from military prison that he and his fellow prisoners were 

“egnorent men who know nothing more then the duties of hard labor and as slaves was 

held for that purpose.” For Morris, his confinement at hard labor as an enslaved worker 

led to his eventual imprisonment to the same end by the U.S. government. Lieutenant 

Colonel David Branson lodged a similar complaint with headquarters, noting that “no 

white troops have been worked on these fortifications… except those held as prisoners; 

undergoing punishment.” The practice, Branson argued, rendered black troops de facto 

manual laborers. Colonel S.M. Quincy agreed, finding that all manual labor in Morganza 

was performed by black troops and convicts. which amounted to the “practical assertion 

of their unfitness for anything but that labor which is shared with them only by the 

wearers of ball and chain.” Though they hailed from vastly different backgrounds, 
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Morris, Branson, and Quincy observed important continuities in antebellum, wartime, 

and postwar treatment of African Americans at the hands of white authorities.94  

It wasn’t only Union soldiers’ letters that described a racialized system of labor. 

Even their envelopes bore witness of the fact. This space between slavery and wage labor 

doubtless inspired the artist of “Volun’eer Sappers,” part of a series of patriotic, pro-

Union postal covers 

purchased by troops during 

the war pictured below. The 

African American 

“Merchandise Contraband of 

War” announced to “Massa 

Butler” that “we’s just 

seceded from Harper’s 

Ferry.” The formerly 

enslaved workers, “having 

larn’d de trade ob making 

Trenches and Forti’cations,” 

offered to serve as the 

manual laborers of the Northern effort, declaring that “we’s de Niggers to call upon.” 

This utilitarian view of African Americans as uniquely suited for hard labor limited the 
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potential of emancipation from the beginning, especially as it was envisioned and 

implemented by white Northerners. Furthermore, the treatment of black troops as 

convicts and slaves represented one of the central ironies of a war to end slavery: these 

formerly enslaved workers might find themselves permanently unfree, bound like Jack 

Morris to the United States government rather than a rebel enslaver.95 

White Northern mistreatment of African American soldiers is particularly clear in 

the disparate outcomes for white and black defendants in military courts. Pvt. James 

Hagen, convicted on February 11, 1865 for leaving his post after notifying Corporal 

Alfred Goadney that he needed to go to camp to get his shoes, was sentenced to one year 

at hard labor with the forfeiture of all pay during that period. Mustered Undercook 

Gilbert Hudson, found guilty on January 28, 1865 of being “known in the Company as a 

quarrelsom, ugly and insubordinate negro,” was sentenced to be “confined at hard labor, 

for the term of five years… and to have a twenty four pound ball and chain attached to 

his left leg.” It appeared, in fact, that the court considered Hudson’s racial designation— 

“negro”—to be part of the crime. Meanwhile, after brutally beating and promising to kill 

two of his black workers, Daniel and Abram, for leaving the plantation without a pass, 

Ruffin C. Barrow was arrested on September 13, 1865 by Capt. Alex Bailie and 

eventually fined two hundred dollars for the offense. Instead of enforcing the sentence, 

however, Maj. Gen. Canby recommended that Capt. Bailie be subjected to an “immediate 

and close investigation.” Meanwhile, Bernard Meyers was acquitted on December 6, 

1865 for shouting “You damned nigger school teacher. You are a whore!” at Mary Stiver 

while discharging his gun with the intent to “inflict bodily injury upon [her black] school 
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children.” The court neglected to explain their verdict, but Meyers’ defense was that he 

was too old to have committed the crimes in question. The white supremacist logic that 

condemned black soldiers for minor infractions while dismissing significant charges 

against white defendants solidified the system of racial hierarchy embodied in slavery in 

the aftermath of emancipation. More powerful than the verdicts themselves, public 

knowledge of the system rendered all black Louisianans bound to unequal status. They 

became subject, not only to the system of justice that treated them as inherently suspect, 

but to the white employers who had formerly enslaved them, who could abridge black 

rights with the understanding that they would likely face no consequences.96  

A statement written by “a Colored man” provides an important glimpse into 

African Americans’ recognition of white Northern devotion to white supremacy. The 

author asserted that “it Seems that the Collored population has got two [masters,] a rebel 

master and a union master.” He argued that “one wants us to make Cotton and Sugar And 

the[y] Sell it and keep the money” while “the union masters wants us to fight the battles 

under white officers and the[y] injoy both money and the union.” The system described 

by the anonymous “Colored man” reflected an awareness of the white Northern 

commitment to white supremacy. “We have been made fools of” he wrote, “from the 

time Butlers fleet landed hear.” He denounced the treachery of white Northerners who 

“told us we were all free as any white man and in Less time than a month after you weare 

taking us up and putting in the lockups and Cotton presses giving us nothing to eat nor 
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nothing [to] Sleep on.” Political and civil rights under the wartime regime were reserved 

for Northern whites, relegating African Americans to a laboring class. The “Colored 

man” concluded that black Louisianans would have to protect their own interests and 

reject the unwaged and compulsory labor of the their “union masters.” Though we cannot 

know for certain what the police officer who found the letter thought of the “Colored 

man’s” work, it doubtless rang true enough to report to his superiors as a potential 

threat.97 

The “Colored man” based his critique of white supremacy on the understanding 

that white power hinged, in part, on access to black women’s bodies. He denounced the 

hypocrisy of segregationist ordinances that overlooked the sexual practices of white 

supremacy, noting that “it is not a City rule for Collored people to ride in the white 

peoples cars but the[y] bed together.” African American women, the “Colored man” 

observed, were at once conduits of race and sites of white racial dominance. As with his 

concern with Union systems of manual labor, his critique of racialized systems of sexual 

exploitation identified strong continuities with the sexual performance of slavery. Union 

soldiers were all too similar to the enslavers they displaced.98 

Like their antebellum, proslavery predecessors, Northern soldiers treated black 

women’s bodies as sites of white supremacy. Colonel. George H. Hanks, for instance, 

testified before the American Freedmen's Inquiry Commission, Feb. 6, 1864 that black 

Louisianans were immoral, “hav[ing] no ideas relative to chastity.” Hanks found that “in 
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general, negro women willingly allow white men to copulate; girls at thirteen are fully 

experienced.” Private Sylvester Kimbell, however, felt that sex across the color line 

indicated white soldiers’ immorality. He wrote his wife Marintha that “sam polick… is 

loos of a lot of nigers he keeps too wenches to wate on him… and we pleg him about 

sleeping with the wenches for we now he doos run it to them.” Here, as in the ideology of 

slavery, he conceived of black women as passive, subject to the whims of the white men 

who “keep” them. W.H. Wilder wrote similarly after inspecting the plantations around 

Baton Rouge that a nearby government agent had “a negro girl, with whom, he cohabits.” 

Another, he complained, had “a Colored prostitute, taken from Donaldsonville; he places 

her at his table.” One “fellow had the impudence,” he opined, “to take the Negro girl 

Victoria, in a Buggy.” This apparently outraged the white women “who [were] forced to 

see this conduct.” Taken together, Hanks, Kimbell, and Wilder characterized interracial 

sex, dining, and buggy rides as signs of white male sexual prowess, black female 

deviance, and white female purity. White men and women, for them, were the true 

victims of these interracial unions.99 

If visible sex across the color line, whether coerced or consensual, was 

objectionable to Union soldiers and officials, sexual encounters removed from white 

Northern public view were simply discredited and denied. This was certainly the case for 

Pvt. Sylvester Lamotte, who raped an unnamed woman enslaved by Louisiana Jones on 
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November 16, 1863. According to Jones’ testimony, after taking their money, Lamotte 

“began to curse the black woman who was with me and made her get out of the carriage 

and choked her and scared her badly. Lamotte then “made her get behind the carriage 

where he violated her person.” Privates Charles Verse, George Davies, and Richard 

Lyons committed a similar assault when they ransacked the home of Bettie Thomas, just 

outside the Union lines at Baton Rouge. Thomas testified that when they were finished, 

they “asked for the house girl and took her out by the cistern.” Neither Lamotte nor Verse 

and his companions were found guilty of the assault charges against them, though Verse 

was convicted of “absence without leave.” The acts of sexual violence perpetrated by 

Lamotte and the Verse gang paired the appropriation of black women’s bodies with the 

theft of the products of black labor in a clear echo of proslavery ideology. That they were 

not convicted of raping black women or stealing the products of their labor indicates the 

extent to which these two acts were widely viewed as facets of white privilege.100 

Though white soldiers were able to avoid conviction for raping women of color, 

African-American Private John Marsulls was not so fortunate. Marsulls was accused of 

having consensual sexual contact with black women after he “visit[ed] the laundress 

quarters” of his regiment, the 81st U.S. Colored Infantry “on or about the hours of 2 

Oclock A.M. on the 12th day of July 1864.” When one of his comrades policing the 

laundress’ quarters tried to apprehend him, he [threw] “pieces of Brick, striking the 

aforesaid guard Private Dawson Jones with these missiles of brick.” He pleaded guilty. 

The Marsulls case indicates that although white Northern soldiers’ sexuality and even 
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sexual assaults were private, black sexual activity was subject to white scrutiny. This 

arrangement replicated the sexual hierarchy of slavery in significant ways, placing white 

Union soldiers in the role of the enslaver with exclusive access to black women’s bodies. 

It also left Marsulls temporarily enslaved, “confined at hard labor, on Government works 

[at Port Hudson], for the period of Four months with the loss of all pay.” Marsulls’ fight 

to overthrow rebel enslavers ended in his enslavement to the United States.101  

White Northerners would carry this wartime role policing black sexuality into the 

heart of Reconstruction. Lt. DeGrey, for example, complained in January 1867 about the 

“one great evil” among African Americans, who have countless “illegitimate children and 

the number is increasing every day.” Frustrated, DeGrey opined that “all I can do or say 

is of no avail.” Black men and women refused to submit to his sexual control. DeGrey 

saw black postwar sexual activity as so alarming that he worried that “they do not want to 

marry, but prefer of having from two to four concubines.” Reports like DeGrey’s would 

become mainstays of Bureau agents’ observations across the region, replicating the 

racialized sexual hierarchies of antebellum and wartime Louisiana.102 

White Northern soldiers, even those most opposed to black equality, also 

occasionally made strong statements opposing slavery or acted boldly in defense of black 

rights. Edwin Benedict referred to one of the enslaved women he guarded on Louisa 

Plantation as “my friend the colored cook next doore” and wrote his wife, Mary, “thanks 

to the old dark for her thotfulness” at having given him a “hocake.” Yet his thanks didn’t 

inspire him to imagine payment as a reasonable response for the services of the enslaved 
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people he policed, nor did it prevent him from voicing frustration with “the darck race” 

when he had to perform manual labor in their presence. William A. Smith likewise 

penned a letter to his wife describing an encounter with a proslavery storeowner who 

“thinks that the blacks are better off [as slaves] than they could be in any other place.” 

Smith wrote tartly “I think it would be well for him to try it for a spell first before he 

preaches it a great deal.” Two months later, however, he described black refugees as 

“about as comical a sight as you often see” and particularly enjoyed the “Mule Carts and 

Ox carts loaded with Niggers,” with language clearly reminiscent of minstrelsy. He even 

stopped to measure several of the children’s heads, one of which “measured 28 inches” 

and was apparently a “sight to behold.” Viewing their thoughts and actions as 

fundamentally antiracist, egalitarian, abolitionist, antislavery, or even emancipationist, 

while tempting, misses the important roles they played in buttressing white power as the 

guarantors of emancipation.103   

White Union soldiers, even those with apparently strong egalitarian credentials, 

expressed racism differently than white Southerners because their circumstances were 

different. They often encountered enslaved men and women briefly on marches and 

patrols where they wielded a monopoly of force over African Americans. Moreover, their 

interactions were structured by the understanding that, once their enlistment ended, they 

would return home. Even those who stayed in Louisiana after the war like Boothby 

exemplify this difference. He wrote his sister Lizzie in 1865, just weeks before 

Appomattox, that “I am glad to know that Frank is improving attends to his studies; if he 
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is a good boy, tell him that I will send him a little darky boy to black his boots for him.” 

Here, the language of unfree labor—ownership of black bodies and work—mingled with 

the image of the New England school and the recognized difference between the two 

worlds they embodied. At the war’s end, many Northern politicians also seemed to grasp 

this central point: Northern interests in the South were temporary and warranted scant 

resources devoted to guaranteeing black wages and access to the courts. White Southern 

recognition of this central truth allowed them to quickly undo the most radical 

Reconstruction policies in rural Louisiana locally though intimidation, violence, and 

fraud. As Ted Tunnell framed it, “Reconstruction failed… because Louisiana whites 

believed more devoutly in white supremacy than Radicals believed in the rights of man.” 

A close reading of court records, Bureau documents, and soldiers’ letters supports this 

conclusion. Many white Northerners simultaneously opposed slavery, secession, and 

black rights.104 

Perhaps no one illustrates the relationship between emancipationist sentiment, 

white supremacy, and early Reconstruction better than Col. Frisbie. His rejection 

vagrancy laws and his rebuke of Conway for failing to adequately protect black rights 

might have made him a hero of black equality in Port Hudson and the surrounding 

countryside. He passionately defended African American workers’ aptitude on October 

14, 1865 in a letter to Captain Edward Hemenway at headquarters. Frisbie argued that 
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“colored people around here are quite inteligent and have been so thoroughly schooled in 

passing events that no improbable scheme finds believers.” Nonetheless, on November 

27,1865, Frisbie was arrested for taking several thousand dollars from his troops to form 

“a pretended corporate body.” Frisbie’s case was presented before a military board of 

inquiry on December 2, 1865 to determine the legality of his enterprise, the “Lincoln 

Land Association.” According to the testimony of several witnesses, Frisbie asked his 

troops to contribute money to the scheme on October 20, 1865, less than a week after his 

letter touting the imperviousness of “the colored people” to white moneymaking 

schemes. African American Sergeant William Hall stated that on payday, many soldiers 

“took our money to Colonel Frisbie, and gave it to him. He gave me, and another man a 

receipt for the same.” Hall recalled, however, that Frisbie “stated that he would not give 

the receipts to all the men, because he was afraid they would sell them.” It seems that 

Frisbie’s confidence in African Americans’ ability to manage their finances had wavered 

between October 14th, when he judged them “inteligent,” and the 20th, when he took their 

money.105 

Frisbie’s statement on the activities of the “Lincoln Land Association” before his 

fellow officers exhibited little of the egalitarian vision of his letters to his superiors. He 

explained that the $4200 taken from his troops was to purchase land to be worked by the 

enlisted men of his regiment, as stated on the receipts he handed out intermittently. He 

also claimed to be actively working to the benefit of the contributors, testifying that “this 

                                                           
105 Col. H.N. Frisbee to Captain Edward Hemenway, October 14, 1865, Letters Received, ser. 

1860, Eastern Dist. of LA, RG 393 Pt. 2 No. 95, in Land and Labor, 932-933; T.W. Sherman, Head 

Quarters, E. Dist, La, N. Orleans, Dec. 9, 1865; Proceedings of the Board of Inquiry, December 2, 1865, 

Greenville, LA, Service Record of H.N. Frisbie, Compiled Military Service Records of Volunteer Union 

Soldiers Who Served the United States Colored Troops: 56th-138th USCT Infantry, 1864-1866, RG 94, 

NARA (cited hereafter as Frisbie Service Record), accessed via Fold3.com. 



101 
 

association has had negociation and has made conditional arrangements with another… 

combining Capital and labor involving hundreds of Thousands of Dollars.” He refused to 

elaborate further on these alleged arrangements, however, “as this is a private enterprise 

not connect with the army in any way.” Aside from a blank receipt, Frisbie showed no 

evidence of any activity involving the “Lincoln Land Association,” much less indications 

of negotiations involving “hundreds of Thousands of Dollars.” In a summary of the 

proceedings, Lieutenant Colonel Jasper Hutchings concluded that “the prime object of his 

Scheme Seems to have been not so much to provide homes for his men as that he might 

the better for his own interest [to] contract their labor.” Hutchings declared Frisbie’s acts 

“illegal” and “productive of injustice and fraud,” though his court martial days later 

found him guilty of a lesser charge of “neglect of duty” for being absent from his post 

and levied a fine of one month’s pay.106 

Frisbie’s legal difficulties resulted in Special Order No. 155. Issued on December 

30, 1865, the order stated that the association had not been created to ensure “the best 

interests of the enlisted men in his regiment.” Frisbie, the order implied, intended to use 

the money for his personal benefit. The order also declared that the association had not 

been “sanctioned by law, or assured by corporate charter, and the sufficient security or 

bonds for said money [had] not [been] given by him.” It demanded that Frisbie “refund, 

without delay, to the enlisted men of the 92nd U.S. Colored Infantry, all monies obtained 

from them” to found the “Lincoln Land Association.” Frisbie apparently never refunded 

the money and, later records show, continued the fraud, swindling his former soldiers of 
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between twelve and thirteen thousand dollars under the guise of his fraudulent land 

company. He also proceeded with a scheme to employ enlisted men to his own benefit on 

the Vanwickle Plantation in Pointe Coupee Parish, which again brought him to the 

attention of Union authorities. Despite the serious allegations against him in these cases, 

he was promoted on September 16, 1867 to Brevet Brigadier General by Ulysses S. 

Grant.107  

Frisbie’s planting venture applied his wartime experiences to the postwar labor 

regime. By employing the egalitarian language of wage labor to mask his exploitative 

design, Frisbie defrauded his African American workers of about seven thousand dollars 

in wages before trying to escape with the proceeds. According to the initial reports by 

Bureau agent H.F. Wallace, Frisbie was in the process of liquidating the plantation’s 

assets in January 1867. Frisbie left his three hundred workers with “no protection from 

the inclamancy of the weather for the two last weeks,” wrote Wallace, “and some have 

parish from hunger and cold and nearly half of them have not one mouthful to eat.” 

Frisbie had already removed some of the property by the time Wallace arrived and seized 

the remaining assets in his absence. Nonetheless, Frisbie “returned in the evening and 

brok open the building and took the property in the night in violation of the orders of the 

men who were watching the property.” Wallace wrote that when he confronted Frisbie, 

he “drew his revolver on me in presence of J.C. Vanwickle and others.” There is no 

record Frisbie was charged for any of this, though some of his property on the plantation 
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was eventually auctioned off. Of the nearly twenty thousand dollars Frisbie stole in 

wages and stock in the Lincoln Land Company, his workers eventually received $624.68, 

which was divided among the claimants and their heirs. Frisbie abandoned his former 

workers with little more than two dollars per person for their labor and pursued a career 

in politics and law, stumping for the nominally-egalitarian Taliaferro gubernatorial 

campaign while continuing to defraud black workers in New Orleans.108 

Frisbie may have seemed a staunch defender of black rights when viewed through 

his letters, but his actions fit a pattern among his white Northern peers revealing the 

circumstantial nature of postwar white supremacy that echoed chattel slavery in 

important ways. Like many of his peers, Frisbie appropriated the wealth and labor of 

African Americans within his grasp. Though hardly as violent as Roby’s rights-driven 

theft of Charles Cross’ watch, Frisbie’s behavior still hinged on an understanding of 

black bodies and labor as commodities for white consumption that was ultimately 

detrimental to black equality. Moreover, his power to exploit African Americans came in 

part from the larger system of black labor in which he played a part, which depicted black 

bodies as uniquely suited to hard labor, either on the Morganza earthworks witnessed by 

Col. S.M. Quincy or under the watchful gaze of Edwin Benedict on Louisa Plantation. 

Yet Frisbie’s white supremacy, like many of his comrades who stole black property and 

brutalized black bodies, was contingent on the opportunities available to him. He could 
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rail against Army vagrancy policies at one moment and steal the wages and labor of 

African Americans when the chance presented itself. In fact, the two approaches to 

African American workers may even have worked in concert as protecting the camp of 

former slaves at Port Hudson enhanced his ability to access black labor for his postwar 

moneymaking schemes. The underlying ethic inspiring these Northern acts of white 

supremacy—the belief in white entitlement to black bodies and labor—created a 

refurbished system of racial injustice in the aftermath of slavery. This Northern white 

order, established during the Union occupation of the Baton Rouge area, emboldened ex-

enslavers and helped undermine emancipation. Together, they established a pattern of 

deploying state power to buttress exclusively white interests: the carceral state. 
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Chapter 4: The Carceral Contract, 1865-1867 

 

 Nero Mack pushed the limits of freedom in the wake of slavery. He and his wife 

Charlotte were likely enslaved in East Feliciana Parish before the war, and moved with 

their two young children, Francis and Isiah, to search for higher wages and better 

working conditions in West Feliciana Parish following the conflict. The Macks surely 

treasured their newfound mobility and familial security, but, like many formerly enslaved 

men and women, struggled to fully escape the carceral systems of labor and consumption 

that bound black workers. In 1867, Nero was fired twice without compensation over 

contract-related disputes, which must have been a crushing blow to the family. According 

to the 1870 census, the family’s wealth lagged well behind their African American 

neighbors, several of whom had acquired more than one hundred dollars of property in 

the five years since the war. Mack had complained repeatedly to the local Freedmen’s 

Bureau agent about his initial dismissal only to be told he was a “troublesom negro.” 

During the dispute over unpaid wages that led to his second termination, he became 

convinced that a subsequent agent participated in his exploitation. Though the records 

they left behind are sparse, the Macks’ story—one of struggle to realize the full potential 

of emancipation—reveals the carceral bonds created by white elites in the wake of the 

Rebellion to harness black labor, appropriate black property, and restrict black mobility 

to fortify white supremacy.109 
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This chapter examines the postwar labor regime through the lens of the 

carcerality. In it, I argue that former enslavers concocted what I term the “carceral 

contract”—exploitative contractual terms and practices—which infused postemancipation 

labor with arbitrary systems of nonpayment. Though previous scholarship has tended to 

treat postwar unfree labor as a product of the notorious Black Codes or as a consequence 

of racist civil courts, I find that the contract itself was laced with traces of bound labor 

used by former enslavers to avoid paying their workers. The postwar contract merged 

enslavers’ commitment to carceral consumption with white Northerners’ devotion to 

waged white supremacy. It maintained core features of both systems under the veneer of 

“free labor.” While nominally voluntary and market-oriented, the postemancipation 

contract strictly regulated freedpeople’s behavior. It limited their movements while 

providing important mechanisms for nonpayment that replicated key aspects of 

enslavement. Moreover, its enforcement by Bureau officials and local courts 

overwhelmingly favored white employers over black workers. The contract system they 

inaugurated heavily policed agricultural work, limiting freedpeople’s access to the tools, 

resources, and capital that would allow them to escape the system. As if this was not 

enough, white elites also built subjective provisions into their contracts which allowed 

them to fire workers without pay after benefitting from their labor. The result was a 

carceral contract that, by design, limited black Louisianans’ access to capital and fused 
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African American poverty and compulsory labor in ways strongly reminiscent of 

slavery.110 

Nero Mack embodied African Americans’ struggles against the carceral contract 

in the Baton Rouge area in several important ways. He fell victim to a common 

stipulation in postwar contracts meant to control African American behavior—what I 

term the “boisterous” clause—after getting into an argument with coworker George May 

over the use of a planter-owned bridle. The shouted exchange between the two men, 

along with May’s claim that Mack had announced that neither the planter nor the 

overseer could remove him from the plantation, led directly to his dismissal. Here, black 

action inspired white anxiety. What began as a contest over African American workers’ 

rights to use white property ended as an alleged challenge to white power to control 

African American laborers. This was precisely the outcome enslavers hoped to avoid by 

closely policing property ownership prior to secession. Property and power overlapped in 

antebellum enslavers, who worked to keep it that way. Following emancipation, they 

guarded ownership even more carefully to keep workers from purchasing the tools, 

livestock, and land that would enable them to leave the plantation. Mack jeopardized that 
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system by asserting the right to use his employer’s property. This threat was compounded 

by his claim of immunity from termination. In the eyes of his employer, J.W. Ball, 

retaining Mack was no longer worth the risk.111 

Mack appealed his case to the local Bureau agent E.T. Lewis. Mack likely 

expected that Lewis would force his former employer to honor the contract, resolve the 

minor dispute with May, and allow him to return to work. Instead, Lewis investigated 

whether Mack had been sufficiently subordinate to his white employer. Lewis eventually 

“informed him… that he was a troublesom negro that he had repeatedly broken his 

contract and therefore had forfeited his contract and… his interest in the crop.” For Mack 

and thousands of other former slaves, the postwar contract was at once a vehicle of 

employment and an implement of social control. It bound Mack to his employer’s 

preferences and anxieties in addition to requiring labor. In this respect, it echoed the 

controls over enslaved men and women’s social and family lives that ex-slaveowners 

used as an additional avenue of coercion prior to emancipation. Though the mechanism 

was different—Mack was terminated without pay instead of beaten or sold—the intended 

effect was the same. In this way, the contract achieved two chief ends of former 

enslavers. It gave them power over their African American workers and access to their 

unwaged labor. 

When Mack apparently determined that the Bureau would favor the contractual 

claims of ex-slaveowners, he altered his methods and engaged in much larger-scale 

mobilization against troublesome employers. He rallied fellow workers to demand better 
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working conditions and higher wages. Although this brought him into conflict with 

subsequent bosses and Bureau agents, Mack continued to participate in these collective 

actions. By the end of 1867, he had gone from seeking refuge in Bureau agents to openly 

berating and scuffling with them. Yet even this new tactic had its limits. The available 

evidence strongly suggests that Mack failed to obtain payment for his work from either of 

his employers in 1867. Though surely deeply frustrating for Mack and his family, this 

should hardly be viewed as a failure on his part. Instead, it testifies to the legal authority 

of planters and local officials to extract unwaged labor form black workers under the 

guise of the contract.112 

The contract evolved as a triangular compromise between former enslavers, 

former slaves, and the federal government that revealed the difficulties of military 

Reconstruction. Planters would much rather have owned their workers while former 

slaves would much rather have owned the land they were forced to improve to benefit 

their enslavers. In this sense, as historians have long observed, neither group was 

particularly happy with the contract. This situation made the federal role mediating and 

monitoring the contract in the Freedmen’s Bureau particularly difficult. At least one party 

was almost certain to be unhappy with either the contract or its implementation. Bureau 

agents also had to contend with the shifting balance of martial power. War-weary 

northerners withdrew and demobilized troops at an alarming rate after Appomattox at 

exactly the moment that battle-hardened former rebels flooded home. These soldiers for 

slavery returned to a radically different landscape, scarred by four years of war and 

fundamentally transformed by emancipation. Alarmed by what they found, they moved 
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quickly restore the “order” of white supremacy they had left behind. They instituted the 

infamous Black Codes to restrict African American movement and labor, reclaimed local 

offices, structured their contracts to avoid paying wages, and launched a wave of threats 

and violence that set the terms of the struggle over black labor. Even after Appomattox, 

white southerners continued to view white supremacy as an idea worth killing and dying 

for. The postwar order they desired, which Bureau agents struggled against, was a system 

of forced black labor regulated by ex-Confederates and sympathizers that left African 

Americans with few options. 

Postwar labor in south Louisiana was heavily influenced by the Banks system, 

which addressed a defining feature of the war in the Baton Rouge area: enslaved flight. 

Under Major General Nathaniel Banks, the Union Army created a system of nominally 

free forced black plantation labor. Banks attempted to balance enslavers’ demands for the 

protection of slavery in occupied territory with the Army’s desire to access to enough 

food and cash crops to support the war effort. The Army also had to contend with 

enslaved people’s demand for wages and freedom, their refusal to accept enslaver 

beatings and torture, and their desire to work on their own terms. The result was the 

hybrid system that was fully in place by 1864 and that demonstrated the force of black 

workers’ demands for freedom on reluctant white Louisianans and Northerners alike. 

Ostensibly free and waged, the regime retained elements of slavery on behalf of “loyal” 

enslavers in areas under Union control. It forced self-emancipated slaves away from self-

directed subsistence labor and back into plantation labor. The Banks regime required 

planters to pay black laborers a monthly wage and to provide medical care for sick and 

elderly workers. Crucially, for white elites and soldiers alike, it forced formerly enslaved 
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workers to remain on their plantations and gave employers significant leeway to deduct 

from their laborers’ wages as they saw fit. Though a far cry from freedom, the Banks 

system made clear that slavery had died in Louisiana. Black worker-revolutionaries had 

killed it.113 

Ben Rowens’ flight from slavery on Jed Smith’s plantation in West Feliciana took 

place soon after secession. Unlike many former slaves who sought refuge under the 

Butler and Banks regimes, Rowens attempted to claim freedom before the wave of 

enslaved self-emancipation that followed the Union capture of New Orleans. Doing so 

was incredibly dangerous, much more so than escape during the war, because he had little 

hope of getting help from Union soldiers. After being shot by Confederates and 

recaptured by Smith in 1863, Rowens managed to negotiate wages for himself despite 

remaining in Confederate territory. Rowens’ experiences, and Smith’s account of them to 

the local Bureau agent, demonstrate how enslaved men and women sought verbal 

contracts on their own and that enslavers like Smith gave at least lip service to their 

demands rather than risk losing their labor. Thus, the Banks system—with its set wages, 

restricted movement, and forced employment—represented more of an impediment to 

enslaved men and women like Rowens than slaveowners like Smith. In many respects, 

this form of contract labor set the outer limits of emancipation and laid the groundwork 

for the postwar labor regime.114  
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What makes Rowens’ flight of particular interest is that it was only reported in the 

context of a subsequent labor dispute. By mid-1866, Rowens had become convinced that 

Smith never intended to pay him for his work. Worse still, he protested, Smith refused “to 

let him take his Corn (12 ½ lbs.) and the hog which he had raised with his consent” when 

he left the plantation. Based on Smith’s letter, he and Rowens probably did have a verbal 

contract for wages inaugurated by Rowens’ initial flight. Though he conceded the terms 

of this arrangement—that Rowens “hired himself” out—he nonetheless refused to pay 

Rowens. He rooted his unwillingness in Rowens’ earlier enslavement. “He ran off from 

me,” Smith wrote, situating himself—the enslaver—as the aggrieved party. Smith also 

conceded that Rowens had been living on his land, though he claimed it had been without 

permission. At the very least, hiring out indicated that Rowens resided with permission 

on Smith’s property, indicating again that they had a verbal agreement. Nonetheless, 

Smith hoped to charge Rowens fifty dollars in rent and refused to settle with him or allow 

him to remove his corn and hog. As with many Bureau-settled contract disputes, there is 

no indication that Rowens ever received compensation for his work or his property. And 

as with Mack, Rowens’ experiences likely contributed to his more militant responses to 

future disputes.115  

Though enslaved flight could lead to waged work during slavery, it might also 

lead to imprisonment following emancipation. According to postwar reports by Bureau 

agent J.H. Malinken, local officials had wrongfully imprisoned William Robinson in 

Bayou Sara for having run away from his enslaver. When Robinson fled Charles Percy’s 

plantation for Union lines on the 28th of February 1865, he took a “Horse, Saddle, and 
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Bridle” from Percy’s plantation and rode to a Union gunboat stationed nearby on the 

Mississippi River. Percy came “soon after” to claim the horse as his property, but was 

told that it had been confiscated as contraband of war. After obtaining his freedom in 

February, Robinson “made an honest living working on Steam Boats to until the 20th of 

November 1865, when he returned to Bayou Sara (intending to return to his former 

master) where he was arrested.” Perhaps Robinson returned to reunite with friends and 

family on Percy’s plantation or he may have been searching for higher wages from his 

former enslaver. Whatever the case, his request for a contract from Percy brought his 

confinement for taking the horse that had been confiscated by the gunboat commander. In 

Robinson’s case, emancipation had failed to liberate him from elite white systems of 

property and justice. Because the Union naval officer could not be held liable in rebel-

controlled local courts, Robinson was prosecuted and imprisoned.116 

Black workers found ample reason to leave employers and their contracts 

following emancipation. Charles H. Gibbons recorded on his annual contract with the 

laborers on Gratitude Plantation that John Cotton “Run away for no cause” while Richard 

Johnson and Thomas Sullivan “went off.” Harriet Matthews reported similar behavior on 

her contract for April 1866, noting that Sallie Bell, Frances Henderson, and Caroline 

Morton all “Ran away from [the] Plantation.” Laborers willing to leave their contracts 

and forfeit their share of the crop doubtless felt that they had better prospects elsewhere 

and sometimes fled debts they considered unfair. Because of the complex credit relations 
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between cotton factors, laborers, planters, and lessees, employer indebtedness could also 

inspire flight and might be deployed to cause default on a loan. For example, Adolphe 

Lartigue, a merchant and cotton factor, used Carlos Wlicox’s indebtedness to convince 

Wilcox’s workers to desert their contracts. Lartigue boasted that Wilcox was so heavily 

in debt that laborers’ cotton and wages would likely be confiscated. According to Wilcox, 

Lartigue was “trying his best to get them to bolt off and quit so that he can, as he 

imagines forfeit the cotton for his benefit and swindle me and the negroes too, out of their 

property.” Following the collapse of slavery, the means of maintaining systems of 

unwaged labor became increasingly complex, as Lartigue’s strategy indicates, but their 

economic impact must have seemed distressingly like slavery for the men and women 

who would not be paid for another year’s work.117 

Former enslavers, faced with workers who might leave their contracts if abused or 

unpaid, tried to get Bureau agents to pursue or penalize their fleeing laborers. As they 

understood it, the contract system inaugurated by Banks and continued under the Bureau 

was meant to benefit landowners, not workers. Some ex-slaveowners even used language 

strongly reminiscent of slavery to describe their right to African American contract labor. 

Douglas Hamilton complained to Bureau agents Major G.M. Ebert and Captain A.H. 

Nickerson that Abner Peterson and some of his other laborers had fled their contracts. He 

cited freedom itself as the culprit for their behavior. In his initial March 1866 

communication, Hamilton reported that Abner Peterson “left the place and his work” and 
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requested that he be fined and forced to return. Two months later however, Peterson had 

returned only to be assaulted by Mr. Chambers, the plantation manager. Hamilton 

justified the assault by reminding Maj. Ebert that Peterson had been a slave whose 

freedom was “suddenly thrust upon him.” He argued that emancipation “has increased his 

natural tendency to impertinence,” suggesting that the assault was part of the transition 

from slavery to freedom. “The overseer is an old man, with a house full of children,” 

which Hamilton reasoned, “… entitled [him] to politeness at the hands of Abner.” 

According to Hamilton, Peterson deserved the beating for failing to grovel before 

Chambers as he had when enslaved. Waged labor strongly resembled slavery for 

Hamilton and vested employers with the right to beat and hunt their workers as they had 

when they were enslaved. Peterson, it seems, had other ideas, for which he was beaten 

and fired.118  

Hamilton expanded his semi-free vision of postemancipation labor in a second 

letter to Ebert. He wrote that Cornelia Young, one of his employees, had “absconded” to 

work for higher wages on Greenwood Plantation. He explained that “she was called up 

and questioned by Capt. Nickerson, before the contract was approved, as were all the 

others on the place.” Because the Bureau approved the contract, Hamilton demanded that 

they “have her returned to me,” reasoning that he was entitled to her labor, if not the 

ownership of her body. In this respect, he used the contract as an alternative vehicle of 

property which he hoped the Bureau would police in a manner reminiscent of the 

antebellum slave patrol. He added that another worker, William Brown, had also 
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“absconded,” and described Brown as “a copper colored, or griffe negro, about 26 years 

old, about 5 ft. 6, or 7 inches high, stout and well made, but very short legged, or duck 

legged, and weighs about 155 lbs.” According to Hamilton, Brown was “not only a 

violator of his contract with me, but a thief and house breaker.” He hoped Brown would 

“be arrested and brought back here, to be punished, first for his thefts and housbreaking, 

or robbery, and also be made to comply with his contract of labor.” Whether or not 

Brown was guilty of theft, Hamilton suggested that he was equally guilty of stealing his 

own labor, much as enslavers had long argued of enslaved men and women who fled 

slavery for freedom. As with Young and Peterson, Hamilton hoped Brown would be 

returned and forced to work for him.119  

Employers like Hamilton became increasingly aware that their laborers could seek 

higher wages elsewhere and increasingly concerned that they would do so. West 

Feliciana planter Emil Boedicker, for example, complained that neighboring J.P. 

Bowman had taken Joseph Murry, one of his workers, and demanded his return. West 

Feliciana Bureau agent E.T. Lewis agreed and even implied that Murry might be arrested 

if he did not return to work for Boedicker. There is no record that Murry was arrested for 

taking higher wages, but Lewis did imprison workers under similar circumstances. To 

resolve an earlier complaint, he arrested Stirling Mitchell because, he reasoned, “it seems 

as though something very sever ought to be done with Freedmen who break their 

contracts without just grounds.” This course failed to quiet Boedicker’s disgruntled 

workers, however, as he implored the agent in neighboring East Feliciana to visit his 

farm. Agent James DeGrey replied “keep your force in good humor until I come; if 

                                                           
119 Ibid. 



117 
 

necessary, let them have their own way and I will make it all right.” Though DeGrey 

complained about racist planters and officials, he also apparently saw it as his duty to 

police their employees and compel them to labor just as the vigilance committees had 

policed the “illicit trade” under slavery. And as with the illicit trade, black workers 

rejected these versions of contract labor that rendered their bodies as the property of their 

employers. They demanded the right to seek better terms from competing employers and 

indicated an understanding of free labor that outpaced that of their white 

contemporaries.120  

Though former enslavers treated the bonds of the annual contract as unbreakable 

for their laborers, they consistently found ways to dissolve these agreements when it 

suited them. A letter from J.W. Woodruff, who lived just west of West Baton Rouge in 

Grosse Tête, to Bowman shows the logic that informed planter firing practices. Woodruff 

wrote that “the Heavy Rains we Had just before you left damaged the crops of cane and 

cotton very much.” The storms were followed by more than two weeks of extremely hot 

and dry weather. These weather extremes substantially harmed the cotton and sugar crops 

near Grosse Tête and ensured that planters would earn little money that year. In 

Woodruff’s telling, the only solution was to break contract with his laborers. “All of the 

cane on the Bayou is small,” he observed, [and] some of the Planters on the Bayou are 

dun laying off and Some of them are not.” Though contracts like those broken in Grosse 

Tête were supposed to be annual and binding, planters included many subjective 

provisions in them so that they could easily dismiss their laborers when it suited them. 
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The letter allowed Bowman to gather and apply information about the hiring and firing 

practices in other parishes to his own plantation. This and similar communications helped 

organize employers around a similar set of practices designed to penalize their 

workers.121 

Prior to emancipation, enslavers had grown accustomed to benefitting from 

unwaged black labor, which they viewed as crucial to their success. Their belief in the 

virtues of unfree labor guided their actions well after emancipation. The West Baton 

Rouge Sugar Planter explained that waged labor would never be profitable in a 

November 1867 article entitled “How Cotton Planting May Be Made Successful.” 

Reprinted from the Hinds County Gazette, the article was written from the perspective of 

a cotton planter. It argued that an employer “must get his hands for their ‘victuals and 

clothes.’—He thinks most of the cotton hands in this part of the State will hire on those 

terms next January, and that by the January afterwards none can obtain places on better 

terms.” Here, cotton planters exchanged information about wages which, in this case, 

were remarkably like the allowances of cornmeal, salt pork, and clothing under slavery. 

They also suggested that these wages might become permanent by January 1869. Yet, 

“with all these advantages, our friend thinks that cotton planting may, perhaps, pay 

expenses!” Even under the most exploitative conditions, the author theorized, cotton 

planting would never be profitable with free labor.122 

One way employers like Woodruff and Bowman might avoid paying wages was 

by designating their workers “boisterous,” as Mack had been on Ball’s farm. The 1867 
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contract between J.J. Wade and the laborers on Ellerslie Plantation exemplifies this 

means of limiting the freedom of African American workers through the legal framework 

of the contract. Wade’s contract stipulated that “boistrous assemblies shall not be allowed 

on the plantation and all religious and festive meetings shall be conducted with propriety 

and decency.” Wade determined whether behavior was too “boistrous” or “festive” and 

could fire laborers without compensation if he felt they had violated the clause. Abner 

Peterson eventually fell victim to a version of this provision. Following his beating by 

Chambers, his contract was voided for “violation of the rules of the place and gross 

impertinence.” That Wade’s contract was witnessed by fellow-planter Bennet J. Barrow 

in an environment where planters regularly used similar coercive stipulations to 

undermine the freedom of their laborers amplified the power of the clause. These 

coercive stipulations left planters with considerable power over their laborers, giving 

them leeway to fire workers in instances of crop shortages or simply to avoid paying 

them after benefiting from their labor.123  

Ex-rebel Col. Ferdinand Claiborne used mechanisms similar to the boisterous 

clause in his 1867 contract in Pointe Coupee. In response to a labor dispute, Claiborne 

testified to Bureau agent H.F. Wallace in August 1867 about the rules he made to restrict 

African American movement and social activity on his farm. “One of my Rules was that 

when a negro had performed a days work he must remain at home and take his naturel 

rest so as to be able to do his full duty the next day.” Claiborne found that three of his 

employees—Hardee, Anthony, and Alfred— “went off” despite his instructions and 
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voided their contracts shortly afterward. He complained that Alfred even “claim[ed] they 

have the right to go off and says he will do so I contend that he forfeits his contract.” 

Though Claiborne based his reasoning on the misbehavior of his formerly-enslaved 

workers, his letter revealed another motive for their termination: money. He explained to 

Wallace that while he considered his terms just, “at any rate I cannot afford to hire on any 

other terms.” These coercive stipulations were impossible to remove from planters’ lust 

for greater wealth. For Claiborne, disobedient workers “place[d] themselves beyond the 

contract that require obedience to needful rules and regulations and I hold them 

responsible for all damages I sustain.” Not only could he benefit from their prior work 

without paying them by liquidating their contract, but he also hoped to hold them 

responsible for any potential losses. Hardee, Anthony, and Alfred, however, enjoyed no 

such contractual flexibility.124 

Another way African American workers might be designated “boisterous” was by 

voting. Black political activity was an essential area of concern for planters, who 

considered their political primacy both an example of their racial superiority and an 

instrument of economic control. African Americans exercising political rights attracted 

the animosity of both poor whites and wealthier planters who were similarly concerned 

with their changing status in relation to former slaves. James Anderson, a black 

agricultural worker, experienced firsthand the extent to which planters would go to 

undermine African American political activities. Anderson apparently had so little faith 

in the local authorities' willingness to protect his right to a wage that he circumvented 

them entirely, reporting his maltreatment in a letter to Major General Phillip Sheridan. 
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Anderson complained that he had “received a circular from Headquarters Republican 

P[arty]. of La, I not knowing how to read it, I brought the same to my employer Miss 

Reaves for her to read.” For Reaves, who voided Anderson’s contract for presenting the 

pamphlet, the mere possession of political material threatened to “demoralize her 

laborers” and was grounds for dismissal. Anderson reported the matter to the Bureau 

agent, E.T. Lewis, who “refused to interfere and would not give me a reason for so 

doing.” Indeed, Lewis did not even make note of the case. It seemed that the Bureau and 

planter interests aligned in imagining political participation as a white prerogative.125  

Black political participation was such an object of concern for planters that many 

considered leaving the south entirely. Catherine Hereford, a West Baton Rouge planter, 

wrote her mother Sarah Stirling of West Feliciana about one such scheme in 1868. 

According to Hereford, the family’s attempt to benefit from unfree black labor was going 

quite well. Her African American employees had raised excellent sugar cane, corn, and 

hogs. She wrote that “the garden we are now in hopes will make a good return, as they 

are bringing up the convicts to repair the roads [?] in this neighborhood and the 

contractor has engaged our vegetables.” The bound convict laborers were also rebuilding 

“Mr. Barrows sugar house to make it serve for them to stay in.” It seemed as if 

everything was going well for the ex-slaveowners. Still, Hereford worried about black 

voting: 
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“If circumstances are such at the end of the year, as to make it necessary for us to 

leave this country there is no doubt of our having quite an extensive colony in 

Honduras if all go that now speak of it. the excitement among the negroes down 

here, about the ballot box, put Stirling very much in the notion, they have all 

quieted down now, and I presume will continue so until the next election.” 

The former enslavers who had controlled the antebellum legislative and judicial systems 

understood that their ability to exploit African American workers in sympathetic civil 

courts would vanish with black political engagement. They also surely knew that if 

former slaves controlled the legislature, wealthy whites would no longer be able to shape 

laws to their advantage. Rather than accept the implications of equality, many planters 

like Hereford packed up and left for Mexico, Brazil, and Central America where they 

hoped to exert more control over their workers.126 

Contractual provisions like the boisterous clause were especially important 

because planters shared contracts and terms with one another to minimize the bargaining 

power of their workers. Often, these communications took the form of letters between 

family. John Lobdell, for instance, wrote his uncle Ruffin Stirling from Texas in July 

1865 about the contract his brother planned to offer. “Brother intends making a contract 

with the negroes tomorrow evening,” he explained, “so as to have him witness it, they are 

to work for their food and clothing until January.” The contract included an additional 

provision that Lobdell expected would force their former slaves to sign. “Unless they 
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would bind themselves to stay with us for a year after we get there, they will either have 

to stay behind or pay their own expenses home.” He thought this stipulation would be 

effective because “our negroes are so anxious to get back to Louisiana.” The Lobdells did 

not plan to pay wages to their former slaves, but reasoned that this would not be a 

problem. According to Lobdell, these former slaves “know how hard it is to find places 

where they can make wages.” Perhaps more importantly, Lobdell knew and conspired 

with other planters to leverage their position to create a maximally exploitive contract.127 

Though former enslavers wrote contracts that made it easy to fire workers when it 

suited them, they also sometimes enticed workers by promising to cancel the agreement if 

their laborers could find better terms. Lobdell recounted that one of his family’s enslaved 

workers “has been trying to make an arrangement with brother to let him come back, he 

has permission from his master to do so, he says his master tried to make the same kind 

of contract with his people but they thought they could do better and asked permission to 

try.” These former slaves tried to make better agreements, but to no avail. Their failure 

testified to planter communication with one another about available terms as well as their 

desire to convince postemancipation workers that they could not hope to get cash wages. 

In another such instance, a Pointe Coupee planter named Henry asked Ramsay Falconer 

to help convince his workers in November 1865 to contract for the coming year. “State to 

all the negroes in the Quarters,” Henry wrote, “that those that are not willing to work 

according to my propositions must leave the place by the 15th of Dec. I offered them 1/5 

of the Cotton Crop and fed beside an acre of land per family, all other contingencies at 

their expense.” Henry’s offer paired the threat of expulsion—separating friends and loved 

                                                           
127 Nephew John to Unc (Dr. Ruffin Stirling), Near Canton, July 9, 1865, Folder 19, Box 2, 

Correspondence, 1838-1864, Stirling (Lewis and Family) Papers. 



124 
 

ones—with strict terms of employment. His workers had already refused to accept the 

offer, so as an additional incentive Henry offered to cancel the contract if they received a 

better one. He wrote Falconer to “tell the Negroes that if the Government gives them land 

I will release them from any Contract they make with me.” We cannot know, of course, 

whether his offer was sincere, but it did bind his employees to an annual agreement that 

Henry could liquidate at his discretion. The choice to honor the offer was Henry’s. In 

many ways, it was closely related to the boisterous clause, even if its effects were 

reversed. Both, by design, placed disproportionate power in the hands of former 

enslavers.128 

Occasionally, the most abusive contracts were overturned as when E.T. Lewis 

wrote Mrs. Amanda Smith that he was “satisfied [that her workers] did not understand 

[her contract] at the time they signed.” Smith had simply lied about what the contract 

said. More often, however, these contracts remained in effect for a full year, only coming 

to light during the settlement, usually in late November or December. Even in this case 

where Lewis intervened, the laborers had worked a third of the year without the hope of 

getting paid. Their only option was to abandon their work. Under conditions such as 

these, former enslavers had little reason to negotiate in good faith, especially as they 

could easily fire workers through mechanisms like the boisterous clause.129 

Though employers often used subjective stipulations to terminate their workers, 

they more often simply refused to pay them. After being thrown off Jed Smith’s farm in 
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July 1866, for example, Rowens went to work for Charles T. Fair on Hazelwood 

Plantation, where months before, Douglas Hamilton had expelled Abner Peterson after 

his beating by Chambers. Fair employed him for the remainder of the 1866 season under 

a contract where Rowens and his fellow laborers would provide their own food and 

clothing. They had purchased these necessities on credit from local planter-merchant 

Carlos Wilcox in exchange for a portion of their crop. Wilcox, remember, had been the 

subject of a whisper campaign by Adolphe Lartigue, who encouraged Wilcox’s laborers 

to desert their contracts so he could confiscate their cotton. After harvesting the crop on 

Hazelwood, Rowens and his co-workers went to collect their share, only to be told that, 

because Wilcox had been in debt, their 25 bales had been transferred to Lewis Finley and 

then sold to James Butler. We cannot know their reaction, but it must have been severe as 

it prompted an immediate legal response from Butler.130 

Rowens, who was named as chief defendant in Butler’s suit, apparently organized 

his fellow-workers to challenge Butler for their annual wages, paid in cotton. Butler’s 

claim for $2667.88, coincidentally nearly the exact value of the 25 bales, was based on a 

single receipt in which John Harrison, one of Rowens’ co-workers, allegedly 

acknowledged a $126 debt to Wilcox. The claim was especially suspect because the 

receipt was endorsed by the notoriously corrupt Bureau agent Lt. A.M. Massie. Massie 

flaunted his dishonesty, openly taking bribes from planters and stealing money from 

African Americans. He was eventually court martialed and dishonorably discharged. If 
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the number of complaints 

against him are any 

indication, however, he 

still managed to get away 

with a substantial amount 

of money at the expense 

of freedpeople. He had 

even worked with Lewis 

Finley to embezzle 12 

bales of cotton from the 

workers on Myrtle 

Plantation. Tellingly, the receipt was dated December 5, 1866, at least fifteen days after 

Butler confiscated the cotton. The case had all the hallmarks of a fraudulent claim against 

the African Americans working on Hazelwood. Unfortunately, it was handled by the 

infamously anti-black local court, which ruled in favor of Butler. Rowens and his fellow 

workers would not be paid for 1866.131  

Rowens must have been frustrated after he failed to obtain a wage for the second 

time in as many years following his escape from slavery. Understandably, he contracted 

with a different planter, Mrs. E. McKowen, for the 1867 season. Nonetheless, after 

completing the cotton harvest, he complained to Bureau agent Finch that “McKowen will 
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that he was entitled to the cotton of Rowens and his fellow 
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not settle with him according to [their] contract.” Finch apparently settled the dispute, 

writing only “Settled and Money Paid” following his visit to McKowen. Though 

Rowens’ experiences with his three employers must have been infuriating, they were 

hardly unique. Bureau case and record books overflowed with disputes like the three 

involving Rowens. Former enslavers often expelled laborers as Smith had, used systems 

of credit and local courts to swindle them as Butler had, or tried simply refused to pay 

them as it appears that McKowen did. Learning exactly how common this final practice 

was presents a number of difficulties, most significantly because they were filtered 

through the local Bureau agent. Each parish had only one agent, and getting to their 

office to file a complaint was exceptionally difficult, especially because planters tried to 

discourage workers from leaving their farms. Further, a close look at Bureau records for a 

single parish reveals that agents recorded and prioritized disputes very differently, with 

some keeping almost no record of their activities. Still, if the most detailed notes provide 

a baseline, strategies of nonpayment were common enough to represent a significant 

impediment for contracted workers laboring around Baton Rouge.132 

Often former enslavers tried to hide their attempts at nonpayment, but some were 

quite bold and even dared freedpeople and the Bureau to take them to court. Jesse Smith 

and William Turner executed a brazen scheme to steal the wages of Turner’s workers in 

late 1867. On November 27, 1867, Walter Gibbon complained to East Baton Rouge 

Bureau agent Lt. William Webster that William Turner failed to pay him for his work 

raising cotton for the 1867 season. In a note to Smith, who worked for Turner, Webster 

demanded an explanation for Gibbon’s “due bill signed by Mr. Wm. H. Turner, for fifty 
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one dollars and seventy five cents” that the two men had not paid. Turner had apparently 

shipped the cotton and told his workers that he would pay them once it sold in New 

Orleans. In the meantime, he said, they could remain on the plantation until he had settled 

with them. He then left for Terrebonne Parish and put Jesse Smith in charge of his estate. 

Smith “order[ed] Gibbon off the place.”133 

The Gibbon case is notable, not only because Turner took the proceeds of the crop 

and left as Henry Frisbie had done in Pointe Coupee, but because of the web of 

conspirators Webster uncovered as he investigated the case. Webster wrote his superior 

that Smith had initially ignored his note, only to eventually respond “that he had nothing 

to do with the Freedmen's Bureau, that all these matters were now turned over to the civil 

authorities, that he recognized no communication from the Bureau and therefore would 

not reply to the request.” Even the merchant who had shipped the cotton refused to 

comply with Webster’s requests for additional information, revealing the name of the 

cotton factor only by accident. The merchant later stated, according to Webster, that “he 

would not have given [the name] had he known it was desired by an officer of this 

Bureau, and that he thought, if the freedmen had received their food and clothing it was 

all their services for the year were worth.” These were, of course, roughly the wages of 

slavery—a set or two of clothing, corn meal, and salt pork. “They have not the means to 

proceed with this case before the civil courts,” Webster explained. “They are also 

suffering at present for want of their money to procure the necessaries of life.” Without 

the money to bring a suit in the notoriously anti-black local courts, the unpaid workers 

were left without options. Turner and Smith had doubtless understood this and used the 
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legal system to avoid paying their workers. Though Webster requested that the local 

justice of the peace impound some of Turner’s property to cover the unpaid wages of his 

workers, his efforts appear to have been in vain. Gibbon and his coworkers would not be 

paid for their work in 1867.134  

The systems of nonpayment used to ensnare Rowens and Gibbon in the wake of 

slavery allowed former enslavers to exploit ex-slaves in ways reminiscent of slavery. The 

mechanisms they used in relying on sympathetic local officials also facilitated another 

method of wage theft: partial payment. According to a series of letters in early 1866 

between Pointe Coupee Bureau agent Maj. Thomas Hopwood and the local officials 

involved in a levee project, at least 40 African American levee workers had been 

woefully underpaid for their work. Hopwood first wrote to Irish-born Patrick Dooling, 

which led to an in-person meeting with Claiborne, who attempted to resolve the dispute. 

According to Hopwood, the black levee workers “have complained about Mr. Dooling 

having promised them two (2) dollars per day, kept them for days, and in the settlement 

not paying them enough.” This basic account was never disputed, either by Dooling or 

Claiborne, the parish levee commissioner and ex-Confederate who played intermediary. 

Instead, Claiborne suggested that they call an engineer from Morganza to measure 

whether the African American workers had earned their wage. As Claiborne put it, “the 

Irishmen on that Levee average 20 yds per day. Allow the negroes have that much and he 

should wheel 10 yards per day which at 20 cents would make his $2.00 per day. Now if 

he has earned it I will insist on his having it.” Claiborne demanded that an engineer 
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measure the work, substituting the contracted individual daily wage for a collective 

piece-rate one. Hopwood showed little interest in intervening, and even wrote the ex-

Confederate that “I will… leave the matter in ‘your hands,’ as I yesterday proposed.” 

Claiborne might have ended the dispute then, but two crises intervened: the rising river 

and a murder.135 

By late April 1866, the Mississippi River had risen quickly in Pointe Coupee and 

it looked like a flood was inevitable. In the midst of the advancing water, Claiborne wrote 

frantically to Hopwood on April 20th that “the report from the Morganza Levee this 

morning is truly alarming. The people sell whisky to the Irishmen, and when they draw 

their money they quit work.” During the early stages of the labor dispute, Claiborne had 

boasted to Hopwood of the superior work ethic of these Irishmen. Now an impending 

flood seemed to remove their superiority, leaving only emergency in its wake. “I invoke 

your aid in this hour of trouble,” Claiborne pleaded. “The freedmen are deeply interested 

to prevent an overflow, and as their Guardian I appeal to you.” Claiborne asked Hopwood 

to send as many African American workers as he could round up. “We must have aid 

immediately,” he wrote, “or a Crevasse is inevitable.” Without black workers, now 

suddenly effective laborers in the eyes of Claiborne, the whole parish might flood. 

Hopwood replied the same day that, though he implored local planters to force their 

workers to leave the fields and help reinforce the levee, his efforts were in vain. None 
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would come. Fortunately, the waters gradually receded and a crisis was averted for 

another year.136 

Amid the wrangling over work and the possibility that the levees would break, 

word spread of a murder. Dooling had shot two African American men and thrown their 

bodies into the river. The two murdered men, whose names Hopwood never recorded, 

had been driving a mule team for their employer Jesse Downing. According to 

Hopwood’s report, the men had “accidentally run over and injured, a wheelbarrow left in 

the road.” One of Dooling’s Irish levee workers approached the two men and demanded 

that they pay for the damaged wheelbarrow. The two freedpeople refused to pay for the 

damaged equipment because they had no money and felt it shouldn’t have been left in the 

road in the first place. The Irish levee worker replied that he would have to tell his boss 

and left the men waiting to negotiate a settlement. Hopwood relayed what happened next: 

“Soon after, they were fired upon, as supposed by a Mr. Dooling, contractor for 

the Levee, hitting one in the breast and the other in the leg, and it is also 

supposed, that both of them, with the cart, were dragged to, and thrown into the 

river. One of the mules was found yesterday on a Mr. Colomb's place, but no 

traces have been found of the men, cart, or other mule.” 

As was often the case in Bureau reports, Hopwood gave little indication of the outcome 

of Dooling’s case, but it appears that it was dismissed after a hearing before the justice of 

the peace. That Dooling had powerful friends probably helped him avoid prosecution. 

Claiborne repeatedly lobbied on his behalf and Falconer witnessed his naturalization 
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proceedings in 1876. His connections also likely helped him secure the contract for the 

levee work in the first place, for which he received the princely sum of $2471. Crucially, 

Dooling paid workers from his own rate of thirty cents per cubic yard for the levee work, 

which explains his attempt to short his African American laborers. Whatever he paid in 

labor he would lose in profit.137  

Dooling’s murder of the two freedpeople driving their employer’s cart along the 

levee should be understood within the context of the ongoing labor dispute in which he 

was involved. He apparently paid his Irish employees the full daily wage of two dollars. 

His willingness to kill two African Americans over a trifle—a damaged wheelbarrow—

surely communicated his refusal to negotiate with his black workers and his willingness 

to resort to violence if necessary. The act also had the added benefit for Dooling of not 

harming any of his employees, whom he needed to retain to fulfill the contract. And 

though they completed the contract, it appears that the African Americans were never 

fully paid for their work. In an April 23rd letter to Hopwood, Claiborne emphasized that 

“Dooling did agree to pay $2 per day for good and faithful work on the Levee,” but said 

that he “found most of them working very indifferently.” In fact, he claimed, “one half 

the number of white men, drew more than double as much work as all the Negroes _ the 

Negroes being twice as numerous as the Whites.” The next day, Claiborne wrote that he 

had their work measured by an engineer, and that “the sum of $268.25 which is $77.25 

more than their work comes to,” would have to suffice. In evaluating their work, 
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Claiborne, Dooling, and the engineer had substituted a piece-rate for a daily wage and 

applied it to one of the two, racially segregated work gangs: that composed of former 

slaves. And despite Claiborne’s earlier complaint of Irishmen being drunk and unreliable 

workers, it was the former slaves who they shorted. And though they applied this 

invented piece-rate to African Americans, they apparently paid the Irish workers the daily 

rate for their allegedly super-human output. Because Dooling was paid a lump sum for 

the job, he benefitted by underpaying his most vulnerable workers. And because he was 

able to literally get away with murder, his African American laborers likely understood 

that contesting his wages was dangerous.138 

African American men and women faced significant obstacles from their white 

employers and many, like Rowens and Gibbon, sought justice from Bureau agents and 

local officials. When these options failed, however, black workers turned to one another 

for assistance and solidarity, demanding just treatment and wages from their employers. 

After Nero Mack was terminated and his contract nullified for violating the boisterous 

clause, the workers on J.W. Ball’s plantation sought refuge against, rather than in, the 

local Bureau agent. When a dispute erupted between Ball and his workers just months 

after Mack was fired, the freedpeople employed by Ball stopped working in protest rather 

than appealing to Bureau agent Capt. A. Finch. In fact, it was Ball who asked Finch to 

intervene and send Union soldiers to force them to work.139 
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Ball had ordered several large boilers in September 1867 to repair a cotton gin on 

his plantation and demanded that his laborers “haul a barrel of lime” to be used for the 

brickwork housing the boilers. The workers, led by Dan Sears, “promptly and positively 

refused” Ball’s command, stating that he “had no right to order them to haul a barrel of 

lime” because “it was not in the[ir] contract.” Sears or one of the other laborers probably 

also mentioned that the task ought to be performed by mules since the testimony of at 

least one witness, James Blacher, referred to the mules as being too “abused and ill 

treated” to perform the work. Ball considered this refusal to work as so thoroughly 

detrimental to the racial hierarchy of the plantation that he felt there was “no safety for 

the persons or property of the whites in this neighborhood except in the prompt 

interposition of the military.” For Ball, the refusal of black laborers to obey the orders of 

their white former enslavers could only lead to interracial warfare and insurrection.140 

The conflict between Ball and his workers had apparently been brewing for a 

considerable time. Blacher, one of the freedmen employed by Ball, testified that fellow 

laborers Tom Sears and Frank Winders had anticipated being asked to haul the barrel of 

lime and had coordinated their response in advance. Their activity also represented a 

response to their changing understanding of the Freedmen’s Bureau. William Town, a 

mason working for Ball on the project, stated that “they [freedmen] believed that he [the 

Bureau agent] was paid for coming.” Feeling mistreated by Ball and neglected or even 

undermined by Finch, these black workers banded together to defend their rights and 

ensure that their contracts were executed fairly. Surely it was no coincidence that this 
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work-stoppage occurred just four months after Nero Mack was dismissed from the same 

plantation without pay, a decision that was endorsed by then Bureau agent E.T. Lewis.141  

Ball’s laborers probably considered themselves mistreated, subject to dismissal 

without a fair hearing from the Bureau based on contracts that privileged the employers’ 

interests over their own. Within this context, Dan Sears’ defiant remark to Finch “that he 

will doe as he thinks proper right or rong,” far from being insubordinate, represented an 

attempt to counter what he perceived was a planter alliance with the Freedmen’s Bureau. 

Finch’s solution to these misunderstandings, recorded in a report to his superiors at the 

Bureau’s headquarters in New Orleans, suggested that “if the planters will due what is 

just by the freedmen they can make good labor[er]s of them is by treating them as free 

men.” Had the laborers on Ball’s Hades Plantation had the opportunity to read Finch’s 

remarks, they certainly would have seemed more than a hint ironic. For these black 

laborers, E.T. Lewis had seemed all too ready to assume that Mack was a “troublesom 

negro” and the planter rumors that the Bureau agent could be purchased for a “few 

dollars” probably sounded all too likely. These black workers found allies in the only 

place they felt sure to find them, among one another on the plantation, and used their 

numbers and position to expand the meaning of freedom to fit their expectations.142 

Mack not only helped inspire the work-stoppage on Ball’s plantation, he helped 

launch one. In October 1867, tensions on Beauchamp Plantation where Mack worked 

were mounting. The African American laborers distrusted the planter, J.W. Medbury, 

who they believed was trying to underpay them for their work. Medbury contacted West 
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Feliciana Bureau agent A. Finch to mediate the dispute and oversee their payment. 

Medbery’s willingness to call Finch was met with suspicion, particularly by Mack, who 

doubtless felt betrayed by E.T. Lewis’ handling of his dispute on Ball’s plantation earlier 

that year. Then Finch tried to arrest Mack for making “insolent remarks” during the 

settlement process. According to the testimony of Medberry and his son, Mack “laid 

violent hands” on Finch during the arrest and “extricated himself… having left his coat in 

a damaged condition in the hands of Capt. Finch.” Mack stood defiantly and “dared capt 

Finch to approach him saying he would whip him if he did.” Mack was reinforced by 

about twenty of the laborers on Beauchamp Plantation who seemed to share his suspicion 

of the Bureau agent. He then threatened that “if he should be made to leave the Place 

Capt Finch better look to his own Safty.” In Mack’s estimation, rather than offering 

support, the Bureau threatened to upend his life again.143  

 The worker revolt led by Mack indicates the widespread nature of freedpeople’s 

frustration with the Bureau and their employers by the end of 1867. They had endured the 

frustrating semi-freedom of Banks’ forced contract labor, the indignity of arbitrary 

dismissal under stipulations like the boisterous clause, and the humiliating realization that 

they were powerless to gain redress through local officials, courts, and many Bureau 

agents. Unfortunately, the conclusion of Mack’s mutiny is not recorded, though given the 

demand by a powerful planter and Bureau agent that Mack should be arrested, the mostly 

likely outcome is that a warrant was issued for his arrest, prompting him to flee the 

parish. This helps explain why he was living in East Feliciana during the 1870 Census. In 

fact, Mack would be driven from East Feliciana in much the same way, as I show in the 
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next chapter. Nonetheless, his remarkable story reveals the extent to which black workers 

resisted powerful white employers and officials as well as the asymmetries of wealth and 

influence that limited the success of their resistance. White supremacy was simply too 

entrenched in local, state, and regional systems of authority. For Mack, this meant that, 

like Gibbon and Rowen, he would also endure another year without being paid for his 

work.144  

  

                                                           
144 Nero Mack, 1870 Census, Ward 3, East Feliciana Parish, LA, dwelling 337, household 304. 



138 
 

Chapter 5: Policing Property, 1865-1867 

 

After leaving West Feliciana Parish, likely under threat of arrest in 1867, Nero 

Mack became involved in politics. Like many black workers in East Feliciana, he 

campaigned passionately for black Republican John Gair’s state legislature reelection 

campaign in the fall of 1872 over his wealthier, white northern Republican opponent, 

Horace Champlin. On September 21, 1872, Mack attended a campaign rally for Gair at 

Salem Church, originally organized as a Champlin event, just outside of the town of 

Jackson. After the African American candidate finished speaking at the church, his 

supporters’ jeers drowned out the speech of his white opponent Champlin. According to 

the local Patriot-Democrat, after the black Republicans disrupted Champlin’s speech, “a 

call was made on John F. McKneely, Esq., who had been appointed special constable to 

arrest one Nero Mack.” Mack had been “one of the most obstreperous in his 

demonstrations” against Champlin. When Mack resisted arrest, the paper reported, “a 

crowd of [white] west enders came forward to assist the officer. In the melee,” the article 

continued, “Mack was wounded and a colored man, Henry Berryhill was shot, 

dangerously if not fatally.” Again, Mack’s outspoken support of African American rights 

had made him a target and placed him in legal jeopardy.145 

Mack’s confrontation with McKneely was reminiscent of his encounter with 

Finch five years earlier on Beauchamp Plantation. In both instances, the authorities 
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determined that he was being too loud and attempted to arrest him. Mack managed to pull 

himself free each time, and it appears that he again fled his home in 1872 to avoid arrest 

as the 1880 census recorded him living in West Baton Rouge. The state power of Finch 

and the employer power of Medbury had also been replicated in 1872, this time in 

McKneely, who was at once the town constable, doctor, former board member of the 

State Insane Asylum, and a local planter. In McKneely’s person was vested 

overwhelming legal, social, and economic authority. His targeting of Mack, and Mack’s 

probable flight from the rebel-friendly judicial system, reveal the triangular relationship 

between property, politics, and power in the postemancipation Baton Rouge area.146  

This chapter examines the impact of the burgeoning postwar alliance between 

poor and elite white Louisianans on black workers. It applies the concept of carceral 

consumption to the postwar period, demonstrating how emancipation fundamentally 

changed the relationship between black Louisianans, non-elite whites, and former 

enslavers. I argue that poor and elite white Louisianans forged a new alliance to resurrect 

the antebellum system of carceral consumption, distributing its benefits along racial lines 

through vigilantism, policing, contracts, and the courts. In fact, because local authorities 

were loath to prosecute white elites, former enslavers became de facto deputies of the 

white supremacist state, meting out their own brand of justice and plundering black 

families as they saw fit. Though they fall outside the chronology of this chapter, Mack’s 

experiences illustrate the workings of the local systems of justice that helped maintain 

racial inequality in the aftermath of emancipation. Propertied whites used local authority 
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to undermine African American demands for economic and political justice. As with 

William Turner’s and Jesse Smith’s nonpayment plot in West Feliciana or Patrick 

Dooling’s double-murder in Pointe Coupee, they exploited local courts to enhance their 

profits by refusing to pay their workers. They also used local sheriffs, deputies, and 

constables to keep workers from leaving, to intimidate them into accepting poor wages 

and treatment, and to force many to work against their will. Though these strategies were 

not universally applied and were not always successful, they consistently reduced the 

possibilities available to freedpeople. Perhaps more importantly to local whites, they 

helped launch a white solidarity movement that opened up the opportunities available to 

poorer whites with the goal of undermining black political participation and wages. This 

represented a significant change from the antebellum era, during which enslavers heavily 

policed lower-class whites. The resulting expansion of white supremacist vigilantism 

inaugurated a new era of incarceration during which African Americans were 

increasingly bound to semi-waged agricultural labor in the aftermath of emancipation.147  

Baton Rouge-area courts became a tool of ex-Rebels almost immediately after the 

war. Three factors contributed to this development. First, former enslavers resented 

emancipation and worked to limit its impact on black Louisianans. Though this has long 
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been tied to the wave of pardons for ex-Confederates initiated by the Johnson 

Administration and the presumed submissiveness of the defeated Southerners, the view 

from below belies this explanation. White Louisianans like Jed Smith were just as 

reluctant to pay their workers in 1866 as they had been in 1864. When they could no 

longer treat black workers as property, they turned to the contract and the courts to 

harness black work exclusively to their benefit. Second, only white male Louisianans 

could vote until 1867. They used this advantage to form a powerful all-white interest 

group and fought vigorously to keep African Americans from voting, even massacring 

voting rights advocates in New Orleans on July 30, 1866. Again, as the debates over the 

Apprentice Bill from the first chapter indicate, this was a significant about-face from the 

antebellum political order as it allied poor and propertied white Louisianans to an 

unprecedented degree. Finally, the racial disparities in education and property made it 

difficult for black Louisianans to hold office even after they won the vote. These vestiges 

of authority, wielded by white locals, spread the application of carceral power beyond 

prison walls, combining existing wealth, litigation, and terror to grant them unimpeded 

access to African American property and labor.148 

In the months after emancipation, planter Edward Story terrorized his African 

American workers. He threatened his employee Nelson Jackson for questioned his 

authority and, according to Bureau agent James DeGrey, even made “threats of cutting 

his wife’s throat and otherwise use[d] very harsh language.” DeGrey reprimanded Story 

                                                           
148 For more on the Mechanics’ Institute and Reconstruction, see James Hogue, Uncivil War: Five 

New Orleans Street Battles and the Rise and Fall of Radical Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana 

State University Press, 2006), 40-45; Justin Nystrom, New Orleans after the Civil War: Race, Politics, and 

a New Birth of Freedom (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press: 2010), 66-69. For analysis of 

the Apprentice Bill, see Chapter One. 



142 
 

on July 1, 1866 for threatening the lives of his black workers, writing that he was aware 

they had continued “since I was at your place.” White employers regularly used methods 

like the Storys’ to coerce additional labor or money from their workers and did so 

knowing that they would be protected by white supremacist sheriffs, justices of the peace, 

judges, and juries. In a nod to the pervasiveness of this behavior, DeGrey observed that “I 

find as a general thing that the whites are very abusive to the blacks, but the blacks must 

not say one word, if they do someone is ready to cut their throats; or shoot them.” He 

impotently concluded that “I will give [the Jacksons] permission to leave the plantation” 

if the Storys continued their campaign of terror against their employees. Whether 

freedpeople like Mack were run off by local law enforcement or eventually silenced by 

the lack of consequences for threats and violence committed by propertied whites, their 

quest for justice was often an uphill battle. African Americans were bound by a system in 

which state violence was increased exponentially through the asymmetrical workings of 

the judicial system. What follows is an examination of its workings, in conjunction with 

the contract system that functioned as a privatized precursor to the large-scale convict-

lease system of the 1880s.149  

One of the central features of the postwar local legal system, much like the 

antebellum one that preceded it, was its dependence on white planter and manager power 

as the initial point of enforcement. Formerly enslaved Lucius Green encountered the tacit 

police authority of white employers when Thomas Dawson tried to force him to sign a 

contract to work his East Feliciana plantation in mid-1865. According to Green’s 

testimony in Green v. Dawson, “Dawson called the colored persons in his employ up and 
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stated that he had a paper from the Yankees and that all who did not sign the paper would 

have to leave in 24 hours.” Dawson lied. The paper was not “from the Yankees,” but a 

contract he wrote to prevent his employees from collecting wages for their work. After 

refusing to sign, Green remembered that “he told me that if I did not get away from there 

in two hours he would put a [pistol] ball through me.” Green apparently left for Port 

Hudson, but when he later came back to visit his wife, Dawson confronted him. Dawson 

“told his son in my hearing,” Green testified, “to come and help to kill me.” His refusal to 

contract for food and clothing had, in Dawson’s eyes, transformed Green from an asset 

into a liability. He doubtless hoped to make an example of him.150 

Green had not only challenged Dawson’s authority as an employer but had also 

disputed his legal authority. After Dawson enlisted the help of his son to kill Green, he 

scolded Green for having gone to Port Hudson, the site of a significant Rebel defeat that 

had since become a major Union military installation. “He said I came down here” to Port 

Hudson, Green recalled “and told tales on him and that he was going to put a ball into 

me.” With no other Bureau-related communication relating to Dawson, his charge that 

Green “told tales” apparently grew from nothing more than Green’s having visited this 

center of Union military authority. Another of Dawson’s black employees, George 

Jefferson, testified in support of Green that Dawson “said all who came down here [to 

Port Hudson] should not come back on his place any more.” The very act of coming into 

contact with Union officials was subversive for Dawson, and as his subsequent trial for 

withholding Green’s wages and threatening his life revealed, brought him into contact 

with a legal system he could not control. The crucial subtext of the case was that it took 
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place in a military court rather than a local civilian one. Dawson himself testified that he 

had readied his pistols and mobilized his son to bring Green to jail in Clinton, ostensibly 

for defying his authority. In the immediate wake of freedom, there could be little doubt 

that Green would be unable to get justice before ex-Rebel officials in East Feliciana. The 

military court ruled that Dawson would have to pay eight dollars per month in wages for 

the eighteen months Green worked for him as well as a fine of one hundred dollars for 

threatening Green with murder. This was precisely the outcome Dawson had hoped to 

avoid by trying to drag Green before local officials in Clinton. The white-friendly local 

systems of justice in Clinton and elsewhere allowed white employers and managers 

nearly absolute control over African American workers and their property under the guise 

of the state.151 

One of the core strengths of the de facto system of deputizing employers to police 

African American behavior and social mobility was its diffuse nature. Abaline Miller’s 

experiences across emancipation in Pointe Coupee bear witness to this aspect of the local 

justice system. After being beaten viscously by her employer, John J. Pringle, sixty-six-

year-old Miller escaped to a nearby plantation bloodied and terrified on December 16, 

1865. As she explained to Thomas L. Boyd, the neighboring planter who recorded her 

testimony, the overseer, Mr. Cotton, “drove me of the place he said that he would Brake 

more bones than ten men could put together and all drew his gun on me to shoot me.” As 

with Ben Rowens’ expulsion in 1866, however, Miller’s beating and ejection from her 

workplace where she had apparently been enslaved grew from a dispute over wages. She 
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testified that “Mr. Pringle, because we wouldn't sine the contract drove me off after the 

crop was gathered and said he wouldn't pay me, and I help to pay off two crops he has 

not paid me a cent.” From at least 1864, Miller had worked without compensation, likely 

having a verbal contract with Pringle. She reported the matter to the local justice of the 

peace, she recalled, but “he said he could not do anything about it. These men that I have 

mentioned have bribed not to pay any attention.” Even with the help of Boyd, she was 

unable to get restitution from the local justice of the peace, W.S. Burton, who she felt had 

been bribed by Pringle and Cotton.152  

There was some basis for Miller’s concern that Burton had been bribed to ignore 

her case. Burton was not only the justice of the peace in 1865, but was also a civil 

engineer and, in 1860, had been Pringle’s neighbor. We cannot know whether or not they 

were friends, but they certainly would have been well acquainted. Nevertheless, when 

Bureau agent Major Thomas Hopwood recorded Miller’s complaint against Pringle in 

mid-March 1866, he noted several more complaints against Pringle that had somehow 

eluded Burton. Shepard Grant reported to Hopwood that “because my wife was not able 

to work in the field, [Pringle] put her down and whipped her there on her naked skin.” 

Like Miller, Grant explained that he had “worked two years, and [Pringle] has not payed 

me any yet.” Lemuel Miles likewise complained that he “worked for Mr. John J. Pringle 

two years, and never received one cent.” Not only had Miles raised and harvested cotton, 

but he recalled that “I also cut 1500 lbs. of hay - he promised to pay me for it. He never 

gave me anything for it,” Miles reported, “and when I went for the money, he drove me 
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away.” Burton, the justice of the peace, had failed to address any of their concerns. 

Hopwood, meanwhile, does not appear to have performed any better, having merely 

recorded their complaints, apparently without taking any action. Miller, Miles, and Grant 

were left at the mercy of an employer who beat them as if they were enslaved and 

threatened their lives. Despite their years of labor, they would not be paid by Pringle for 

their work from 1864 through 1866.153  

Though Burton appears to have been a negligent justice of the peace regarding 

Pringle, his judicial neglect far-exceeded Pringle’s abuse of and refusal to pay his 

workers. On July 23, 1866, W.D. Smith mentioned a murder that had been ignored by 

Burton in a letter to H.F. Wallace, the Bureau agent replacing Hopwood. Smith, who 

chaired the local vigilance committee, reported that “a serious disturbance had arisen in 

this neighborhood.” According to Smith, “a number of freedmen who imagine that a 

homicide has been commited have armed them selves and declared that they will take 

Justice in their own hands.” The African American vigilantes, who Smith implied were 

upset because they had conjured a murder from thin air, “visited one house on the Bayou 

Lattenache to arrest Mr. [Henry W. Coyle] and having failed in this they are still out 

under arms.” The anxious members of the committee pleaded that Wallace give his 

“immediate attention here in order to enquire into the affair [and] quiet the disturbance.” 

Wallace, perhaps because of Smith’s insinuation that no murder had actually taken place, 

waited two months to act on the committee’s frenzied appeal.154 
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On August 31, 1866, Wallace reported to his superiors that there was an alleged 

murder in Pointe Coupee that Burton was loath to prosecute. According to Wallace’s 

findings, Coyle had beaten “a Freedman in his employ with his fist and inflict[ed] such 

injury as to cause his death.” Though the cause of the man’s death was obvious and 

criminal, local officials had apparently conspired to cover up the crime. Wallace reported 

that they arranged a “post Mortum examination… on the body after his death And I am 

informed that it was decided that he came to his death by disease of the heart.” Wallace 

would likely never have intervened had it not been for the “great indignation and 

Dissatisfaction was Manifested among the Freedmen” that he reported to his superiors. 

Wallace arrested Coyle and demanded that Burton interview him, during which Coyle 

pleaded guilty. Though he was slated to stand trial in December 1866, there is no record 

that this took place. What is clear, however, is that in 1870, Henry W. Coyle was living 

with his mother Sarah and had a personal estate of five hundred dollars. His murder of 

one of his employees does not seem to have impeded his success. The murdered man’s 

name was never given and his killer apparently suffered no penalty for his crime, despite 

eventually pleading guilty after Wallace discovered the coverup.155 

It was in this environment that Miller lobbied Burton to regain her stolen wages 

and get justice for her beating. It is no wonder, given the willingness of local officials to 

cover up a murder, that she had little success. After having been brutally assaulted by 

Cotton and Pringle, Boyd hired her and lent her a wagon to get her belongings from 

Pringle. When she returned, however, Pringle “beat me over the with gun and tied me all 
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night and cared me to the magistrate one cold frosty night.” She recalled that “I never 

was [in] as much pain in my life as I was that night” and appeared to have found more 

just treatment in Boyd’s employ. Nonetheless, on September 18, 1867, Wallace 

impounded Boyd’s wagon for failing to pay Miller for her work in 1867. Wallace asked 

local planter J.B. Sterling to “take the wagon I have seized in favor of Abaline Miller and 

family Freedmen and keep the same in your possession till further orders you will find it 

on the place Boyds plantation.” Wallace intended to sell the wagon to pay Miller’s stolen 

wages. Instead, it appears that Sterling lent it to a neighbor, Mr. Camp, who failed to 

return it. Indignant, Wallace wrote Camp, “I am much astonished to learn this morning 

that you have violated your word and honor to me as a Gentleman that you would learn 

the wagon seized by me.” Whether or not Wallace eventually managed to force the 

wagon’s sale to compensate Miller, he encountered significant interference from local 

whites like Boyd, Sterling, and Camp. Even without their interference, he had to perform 

the work of the civil authorities like Burton who were normally charged with seizing 

assets and settling debts because they generally refused to execute justice on behalf of 

formerly enslaved workers like Miller. In the absence of meaningful judicial oversight, 

the word of planters like Pringle, Boyd, and Sterling carried the force of law. They 

became, in effect, deputies enforcing the boundaries of race and property in the postwar 

state.156  
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At times, these local elites policed property in a more literal sense, tying black 

property directly to criminality. When ex-rebel District Attorney J.C. Stafford prosecuted 

Isom McDowell, Louis McDowell, and Anthony White on October 1, 1866 for theft, his 

case had an interesting wrinkle: he could not identify a victim. The state, represented by 

Stafford, charged the three men with stealing “one mule and cart of the value of one 

hundred and fifty dollars the property of parties unknown.” According to their 

indictment, the three residents of East Feliciana, “being formed felonously did steal take 

and carry away with intent to convert the same to their own use.” Not only was their 

victimless “theft” criminal according to the state, but their very association was unlawful. 

Despite being 

unable to 

identify a 

victim or 

aggrieved 

party, Stafford 

argued that a 

mule and cart 

in the 

possession of African Americans must have been stolen.157 

Stafford’s argument that black property must have been stolen was a fairly 

common one after Union armies largely withdrew from southern soil following 

Appomattox. Daniel Siddons, for example, complained in November 1866 that a nearby 
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planter, Mrs. W. Ford of Magnolia Plantation, had taken his mule. As he explained to the 

Bureau agent, he “bought the Mule from Government 4 years ago at Port Hudson.” 

Bureau records were replete with complaints by freedpeople like Siddons that local 

whites stole property they had purchased lawfully. Stafford does not appear to have 

bothered to track down the origin of the wagon and mule, though one of the three men 

almost certainly bought them from Union soldiers. Although no one claimed the property 

he was accused of stealing, Isom McDowell was nevertheless found guilty and sentenced 

to one year “hard labor in the state penitentiary.” He would spend at least a year enslaved 

to the state, performing unpaid work on its roads and levees after having only just won 

his freedom from slavery.158 

Local officials often charged black workers like Isom McDowell with petty 

offenses to appropriate their labor for infrastructure projects, which helped lower the 

taxes paid to contractors like Dooling for levee work. They also used legal trickery to 

compel labor from freedpeople while exempting poor whites. Lieutenant William 

Webster, the agent for East Baton Rouge, observed the practice in August 1867. He 

explained that “many of the freedmen are complaining of being obliged to work the roads 

without pay and that the planters are charging them for their rations while so working.” 

After investigating the matter, he found that local officials applied laws requiring road 

work unevenly. “Every man (except those of certain professions specified) between the 

ages of 15 and 25,” he wrote, “is obliged to work 12 days in the year on the roads, if 

                                                           
158 State of Louisiana vs. Isom McDowell, Louis McDowell, and Anthony White, October 1, 1866, 

East Feliciana Parish Papers, Mss. 0893, LMVC; Daniel Siddons, Case 53, Nov. 28, 1866, Letters Sent, 

Volume 4, January 1866-March 1867, February-March 1868, Roll 64, LBRFAL. For Stafford’s career, see 

G.E. Fisher, Catalogue of the Delta Kappa Epsilon Fraternity (New York: Council Publishing Company, 

1890), 954. 



151 
 

required or pay a heavy fine.” Webster found no white men performing road work in the 

parish during his tenure despite the legal requirement that they do so and concluded that 

“the authorities intend to get all the road work out of the freedmen.” Based on parish tax 

receipts, Webster surmised that white workers weren’t being charged the fine for failing 

to work the roads. Instead, with the help of local officials, they benefitted from the unpaid 

roadwork of their African American neighbors.159  

In fact, Webster discovered that in at least one instance, a justice of the peace had 

tried to force a black worker to perform two separate stints on the road crew. A.H. Miller, 

justice of the peace in East Baton Rouge, summoned Moses Eades for neglecting his road 

duty. According to Webster’s September 1867 letter reprimanding Miller, when Eades 

presented a certificate that he had already performed his duty, Miller ignored it. Miller 

instead attempted to force Eades to pay a fine, cover court costs, and work an additional 

stint with a neighboring road crew. The record does not indicate whether Webster’s letter 

was effective in protecting Eades or not, but without Webster’s intervention, Eades would 

have been left without recourse. He would have had to pay the fine and lose an additional 

twelve days work without compensation while the white men of his parish were 

exempted through the racialized nonenforcement of white workers’ road duty. This 

benefit to poor white workers represented a significant shift from the antebellum system 

under which they bore a substantial share of public and prison labor.160 
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DeGrey explained the workings of this system of stealing black work in a 

trimonthly report to his superiors earlier that year in East Feliciana Parish. As he put it, 

“there is a set of people in this parish who are leagued in with the civil authorities, who 

are all rebel.” “These people are the most bitter and offensive in denouncing the 

Government and all its actions” he wrote, “and spare no pains to get the colored people in 

trouble.” DeGrey found that a number of local planters conspired with the justice of the 

peace, sheriff, jailor, and district attorney to arrest African Americans either to crush their 

resistance or to steal their labor for their own benefit. He observed that “no colored 

person will live with these people, so they are obliged to resort to the most despicable 

means to have their labor performed.” They arrested workers under false pretenses, 

generated fines and fees from spurious charges, and sold freedpeople’s debts from being 

imprisoned to local planters to be worked off without pay. DeGrey would, in the coming 

months, learn the extent to which local officials used incarceration to expand their power 

far beyond prison walls.161 

The first detailed description of the system by DeGrey came in a May 17, 1867 

letter to Colonel George Schager, who oversaw DeGrey’s work in the Bureau from Baton 

Rouge. He reported that “Gabriel Hickman (col) was arrested on the affidavit of one 

Scott DeLee, on the supposition of carrying concealed weapons.” Though eighteen-year-

old Hickman “had no weapons… about his person, nevertheless, he was lodged in jail, 

where he remained some two weeks.” Eventually, his lawyer, accuser, and jailer reached 

a compromise under which Hickman signed a debt note for seventy-four dollars, twenty-

four for jail fees and fifty for his lawyer. The lawyer then “sold the notes given by 
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Hickman to one William Broadway who took Hickman to his place where he is now 

working out the amount.” Having never committed a crime, Hickman found himself 

bound to Broadway until the planter determined he had worked enough to settle the 

debt.162  

Crucially, DeGrey wrote, “Hickman was prevented by Broadway from coming to 

this office to report the case; and it was by mere accident that I found out the 

circumstances.” Former enslavers like Broadway could easily manipulate the local legal 

system to steal the labor of black workers and, through the intimidation that accompanied 

that power, solidify that theft. Indeed, this was not even Broadway’s only means of 

acquiring unfree labor. Perhaps because of the complexity of the system or the Bureau’s 

emphasis on facilitating contracts above all else, it appears that Hickman’s case was 

never resolved. Like many of his comrades, he had to work off the contrived debt on his 

own.163 

A second case of false imprisonment to generate fees and unfree labor came to 

DeGrey’s attention less than two weeks later. He wrote Schager that “on or about the 

surrender, Andrew Hickley (col) formerly the property of one J.C. Reily and his wife 

Caroline… took from their respective master a horse each for the purpose of making their 

escape within the Union lines at Port Hudson.” Unlike the case involving William 

Robinson, the horses were returned across Rebel lines to their original owner. As with 

Robinson, however, their seizing freedom eventually led to their arrest for larceny in 

October 1866 “on the affidavit of one John L. DeLee.” “After being kept about two 
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weeks in jail,” DeGrey reported, “the accused were let out on giving bonds and paying 

the sum of twenty-four 50/100 dollars jail fees, as Reily and Farmer did not wish to 

prosecute them.” As with Hickman, their stay in jail had little to do with the “crime” for 

which they were arrested but never charged. DeGrey concluded that “it is from sheer 

malice that the civil authorities are interfering in this affair, putting the accused to a great 

deal of trouble and expense. Last year they lost nearly their whole seasons labor by the 

same operation.” He explained that “Dist. Attrny J.C. Stafford, who is one of the most 

bitter enemies of the colored people” and who had also prosecuted Isom McDowell for 

theft without establishing a victim, was the source of this animosity. As subsequent 

events would demonstrate, however, the rationale for their arrest was much more 

utilitarian than that. Local officials wanted their money.164 

After his letter in late May, DeGrey apparently put a stop to a renewed effort to 

prosecute the Hickleys. He prevented their trial and, in what seems a response to the 

complaints of local officials, had to write a letter of explanation to Bureau headquarters 

in New Orleans. DeGrey explained diplomatically that “my action in prohibiting the 

District Attorney from prosecuting the above named parties was not to interfere with 

Civil Authorities but merely, as I thought, doing my duty to injured freedmen.” DeGrey 

revealed that the Hickleys had only been charged after Caroline reported that the jailor, 

Luther McKneely, had been paid twice to cover the fees the officials had generated by 

arresting the Hickleys in October 1866. This original arrest had been orchestrated, 

according to Reily’s confession to DeGrey, by “John L. DeLee, for the purpose of getting 

Andrew and Caroline to work for Reily, as they were good hands and he needed some 
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very much.” The plan would have worked, but Caroline’s mother had scraped together 

enough money to cover the fees, so when Reily tried to force the Hickleys to work for 

him, he accidentally revealed the scheme. His plan then backfired as DeGrey investigated 

the Hickleys complaint that they were charged twice for the same spurious fees. This 

angered McKneely, who had collected the fees twice, to such an extent that he demanded 

they be prosecuted on baseless charges. “When the D.A. was informed,” DeGrey wrote, 

“that if Hickley and wife were tried it would ruin Mr. Reily and the former. He replied 

that he did not give a damn, those niggers had tried to put others through [a trial] and he 

would do the same.” DeGrey did not record the reason for Reily’s confession—the 

unlikeliest of events—but it appears to have grown from his fear that he would be unable 

to harvest his crop. Ironically, it was this very concern that had led him to participate in 

the initial scheme to secure the Hickleys’ labor through fraudulent legal fees which 

caused the entire plot to unravel.165  

The Hickley case illuminates many of the silences in Bureau records, even those 

from more thorough sets like the accounts kept by DeGrey. Had white locals not 

complained to Bureau headquarters and had Reily not revealed the indenture scheme to 

DeGrey, there would likely never have been any record outlining their activities. As with 

Coyle’s murder of a freedperson that had originally been ruled as a heart-attack, Bureau 

officials often learned of the schemes of local white elites only by accident. Wallace, for 

example, kept extremely poor records and seemed uninterested in actively investigating 

even this egregious case of misconduct. As unsatisfactory as his existing account 

remains, there would have been no record of it without the massive protest by local 

                                                           
165 Lt. James DeGrey to Lt. L.O. Parker, Sept. 10, 1867, Letters Sent, Vol. 2, May-Dec. 1867, Roll 

68, LBRFAL. 



156 
 

freedpeople that caused the white local authorities to seek support in Wallace. We should 

assume, given the wealth and power that made reporting such incidents so difficult and 

even dangerous for African Americans, that these accounts merely scratch the surface. 

Nonetheless, Hickley and Hickman’s stories demonstrate a direct system of carceral 

consumption designed to benefit both local authorities like the jailor, sheriff, and 

attorneys, as well as local planters who conspired with local officials to access a form of 

unfree labor.  

Non-elite whites also benefitted from the notoriously white-friendly court system, 

which gave them significant leeway to abuse African Americans and steal their property 

without legal repercussion. James White, for example, had been a Rebel guerilla fighter 

and, according to a report by E.T. Lewis, had “robbed union men within this Parish; he 

arrested and took union men to the rebel camp without authority and tried to have them 

executed.” White carried this unique brand of white supremacist terrorism into his 

postwar life. He beat white unionist Sanford Thompson with a board in February 1866, 

fired into black teamster George Cable’s house a few months later, and stabbed freedman 

Ruben Ogden in October of the same year. Each of these cases was referred to the local 

courts, but only the Ogden stabbing appears to have resulted in a hearing. German-born 

Justice of the Peace Fred Fisher, “after hearing the evidence, bound the said White to 

keep the Peace,” a warning not to commit further violence. Worse still, according to 

Lewis, White “is holding a Commission as Parish Constable, and has not and will not be 

revoked through fear no doubt.” White executed his reign of terror in West Feliciana, 

neighboring Woodville, Mississippi, and East Baton Rouge, abusing black residents 
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while stealing and destroying their property with impunity, not merely as a vigilante, but 

as a member of law enforcement.166 

The white-controlled legal system also distributed benefits to those outside 

official law enforcement and judicial circles. Taking advantage of this system in West 

Feliciana, William C. Lytle, who had been an overseer before the war, let his oxen graze 

in the cornfields of his African American neighbors. One of them, Spence Lane, 

repeatedly pleaded with Lytle to end the illegal practice, which was damaging his corn 

crop. After several failed attempts to convince his neighbor to properly secure his oxen, 

Lane found them in his field and, according to the testimony of his black neighbor John 

Harris, “Shot [them] with fine Bird Shot,” which would have startled but not seriously 

injured the animals. Lytle certainly benefitted by feeding his oxen at Lane’s expense, and 

may even have intended to force a confrontation as an excuse to seize Lane’s property. 

Finch found this to be the chief concern of the case, that Lytle “claims the property of 

Lane and persists in seizing the property.” Following the shooting incident, Lytle brought 

charges against Lane for injuring his oxen so badly that they could not work. The 

prevailing evidence, however, suggested that this claim was baseless.167 
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Though Lytle’s complaint was premised on a serious injury to his oxen, most 

witnesses claimed the injuries were mild and that they had seen the team at work since 

the shooting. Lane’s black neighbor, John Turner, recalled that “I have seen the oxen to 

work at Dr. H. Perkins since shot by Spencer Lane and do not think that the oxen were 

materially injured.” In fact, Turner complained, “my crop on the same place has Been 

injured about $50.00 Dollars worth by Said ox.” Harris likewise testified that “I have 

seen the oxen at work this morning” and that any injuries they sustained could not have 

been significant. Even a neighboring planter, Dr. Henry Perkins, claimed that the oxen 

appeared fit and were actually working on his plantation. Nonetheless, Lane appeared 

before the very Justice Fisher who had let James White off with a warning for stabbing 

Ruben Ogden. Fisher ruled against Lane for allegedly injuring the oxen. After allowing 

his stock to feed off Lane’s corn, Lytle claimed his neighbor’s property. Adding insult to 

injury, Fisher also ordered Lane to pay court costs. Under the postwar regime, even non-

elite white locals executed schemes to appropriate the wealth and labor of their black 

neighbors with little risk.168 

The violence of Miller’s beating and the court-contrived debt peonage of the 

Hickleys overlapped in the case of William Leslie in East Baton Rouge Parish. Leslie, 

who had been a free carpenter of color before the war, had worked for F. Neyland on his 

plantation when, during an altercation, Neyland shot his employee. “The case was 

referred to the civil authorities,” according to Webster’s report, “but upon investigation it 

was found impossible to get any person to make an affidavit against the party who shot 
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Leslie.” This was likely a product of black workers’ understanding that the civil courts 

were notoriously unsympathetic to black victims. Leslie might have testified against his 

attacker, but in Webster’s words, “he had sold himself to Neiland for $30.00 in money 

and his doctor's bill paid—this rendering his affidavit worthless.” Leslie could not testify 

against his accuser because he hadn’t had enough money to pay his medical bills and 

sought it from perhaps the only person willing to supply it, his employer who had shot 

him. The language Webster used—that Leslie had “sold himself”—clearly implied that 

Neyland bound Leslie in a state of bondage by applying violence and credit to extract 

unfree labor from the man. Neyland was no member of the planter class, but had been a 

plantation manager in 1860. He was likely leasing the plot Leslie worked in East Baton 

Rouge. In this sense, he fits the pattern of the upwardly mobile, poorer whites who used 

the white-friendly postwar courts to their advantage. His foray into growing cotton must 

have been brief, as he was employed as an overseer in 1870. Nonetheless, postwar racial 

power disparities allowed him to evade prosecution, steal the labor of Leslie, and return 

to his former job as a plantation manager.169 

Local postwar courts did not privilege local whites universally. Some white 

residents, particularly those suspected of having collaborated with Union forces during 

the war or its aftermath, also became victims of the system. Such was the case for David 

T. Reily, cousin of J.C. Reily from the Hickley case, who tried in vain to force Charles 

Percy to pay him for goods he had smuggled into Rebel-held West Feliciana for him 
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during the winter of 1863. This was the same Percy who had William Robinson 

imprisoned under spurious charges by local officials because a Union gunboat 

commander confiscated his horse. Reily concocted a scheme, after Percy refused to pay 

his bill of $884.75, to bring the case before the Freedmen’s Bureau by funneling the debt 

through Ben Simmons. Simmons owned a small parcel of land in West Feliciana which 

Reily purchased using Percy’s debt to move the jurisdiction from the local courts. Reily 

even represented Simmons in this claim against Percy, which revolved around whether 

Percy had purchased goods through his mother-in-law, Sarah Doherty, from Reily during 

the war.170  

According to Reily’s petition on behalf of Simmons, he could not “enforce the 

collection of said debt in any of the civil courts, in consequence of the prejudices of the 

disloyal citizens and civil functionaries.” Because he “was during the Rebellion a loyal 

man and was driven from his home by the intimidations of men in the rebellion,” Reily 

felt sure that he would be unable to get justice locally. He wrote that “Percy is entirely 

solvent and has acknowledged the justness of the debt in presence of Capt. Bailey 

formerly Provost Marshal at Port Hudson but refuses to pay the same.” Percy and 

Doherty engaged in some legal maneuvering of their own. To ensure the claim would not 

be paid, Doherty transferred her assets to Percy but held her debts, leaving creditors with 

little hope of collection. Livid, Reily declared “this trick is called high-strung southern 

honor and is commonally practiced by the Chivalry to play the d___d Yankees (as they 

call us) for stealing their negroes.” Percy’s lawyer did little to contest the claim, instead 

arguing that it should be litigated locally. Percy’s hope all along seems to have been to 
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have the claim dismissed to civil court to be heard by sympathetic ex-rebels, which is 

exactly how the case ended.171 

Issues of loyalty played a central role in Mrs. T.R. Gray’s and Wilson Snelling’s 

struggles in Baton Rouge. Although the circumstances were unclear, black worker 

Snelling had become indebted to Gray and hoped to work off the debt in her employ. 

Trouble arose, however, because Gray “had a great many enemies in her neighborhood, 

who interfered with her business in every way possible on account of her husband having 

remained within the Union lines during the war.” One of these enemies, Mr. Sharp, 

claimed that he had a contract with Snelling that Gray had violated by hiring him. 

Snelling continued working for Gray at Webster’s direction, after which a “Grand Jury 

found a true bill against Mrs. Gray” based on Sharp’s complaint. “Mrs. Gray gave the 

required bonds and then applied at this office for protection from the civil authorities,” 

Webster wrote, “as she claimed she could not get justice at the hands of any court here, 

and as the permit to employ the freedman was issued from this office.” Webster agreed. 

There was little hope for a fair trial from white locals, even for one of their own. The 

suspicion that the Grays had welcomed the Union occupiers rendered them outsiders 

alongside the freedpeople they employed. Nonetheless, Webster’s superiors instructed 

him not to interfere in the case. Gray would be left to fend for herself amid agents of the 

state who considered her an enemy.172 

In West Feliciana, the rebel-friendly nature of local courts and officials created an 

environment in which African Americans and unionists were subject to serious bodily 
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harm at the hands of white locals. Bureau agent Captain A.H. Nickerson wrote his 

commanding officer that the mayor and town council of Bayou Sara met with him to 

discuss an outbreak of smallpox in the area. The group agreed to send anyone infected 

with the disease out of town to prevent its spread. Instead, Dr. Patterson Whicher then 

sent the husband of the African American woman who had sparked the outbreak, who 

was himself infected with smallpox, to Nickerson’s office. When Nickerson confronted 

Whicher about the incident, he grew enraged and “left saying he would send ‘any god 

damned Nigger case of small pox he could get to this office.’” Whicher continued to send 

extremely sick patients to Nickerson and “sent word,” according to Nickerson, “that it 

was his instruction to ‘give the freedmans bureau hell.’” Although Whicher later claimed 

to be acting alone, it is clear that Nickerson thought that he was working in conjunction 

with the mayor and town council to keep him from performing his duties on neighboring 

plantations. The initial meeting with the mayor and town council, initiated by Whicher, 

who had discovered the smallpox outbreak, provides circumstantial evidence for 

Nickerson’s concerns. Nickerson resigned his post two months after the confrontation 

with the doctor who hoped to rid West Feliciana of its Bureau agent by spreading disease. 

Despite Nickerson’s complaints to his superiors, Whicher was never charged.173  

The campaign against unionists and Bureau agents escalated in Nickerson’s 

absence. On November 20, 1866, an Irish blacksmith, William Reynolds, shot and killed 

Richard M. Leake. Leake had been a stockbroker living in West Feliciana before the war, 

and evidently avoided serving in the Rebel army. He did serve in a prominent capacity 

locally, however, as escaped slave William Robinson’s defense attorney on the horse-
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stealing charges in 1865. He had been appointed deputy Bureau agent under Massie, and 

was, according to Massie’s report, “shot dead with a Pistol in the hands of one Reynolds, 

who was contesting a Freedman's claim in the Civil Court.” Massie resigned in disgrace 

shortly after the shooting, and much of the investigation fell to his replacement, E.T. 

Lewis. Lewis reported that, according to rumor, a powerful planter had offered “One 

thousand dollars to have him [Leake] put out of the way.” Lewis worried that, just as 

litigating a case in the local courts had been an important element in Leake’s 

assassination, Reynolds might use the courts to his advantage to be cleared of the crime. 

“He is expected in this place in a few days,” Lewis explained, and “from all I can learn, I 

believe he will be here, and put himself upon trial, and if he does he will doubtless be 

acquited.” Instead, Reynolds returned to New Orleans, where he operated a profitable 

business as a machinist. He would not be tried for murdering Leake in open court.174 

While many local officials tried to be quietly subversive like those working with 

Whicher in West Feliciana, many like white supremacist constable James White opted for 

openly subverting the rights of African Americans. George Catlett, a justice of the peace 

in East Feliciana, fell so squarely into this second category that DeGrey tried to have him 

removed from office. He wrote to his superior, Col. Schager, in mid-May 1867 that 

“Catlett has always endeavoured to shield the white man and punish the colored.” 

DeGrey explained that “he has been represented to me, on several occasions, by 
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prominent citizens of Jackson as totally unfit for the position he holds.” Catlett had failed 

to prosecute murderers, refused to intervene in cases where African American children 

had been kidnapped, and indentured children to former enslavers against the wishes of 

their parents and against prevailing Bureau instruction. Catlett was among the worst 

offenders in a system where the scales of justice were tilted heavily against African 

American rights.175 

One of the major cases that 

brought Catlett to the attention of the 

Bureau was the unprosecuted murder of 

Daniel Austin. Austin had worked for 

H.H. Herbert in East Feliciana and, when 

Herbert shot black worker Martha 

Stafford on April 29, 1867, Austin boldly 

reported the case to DeGrey. Just three 

days later, he was shot by William 

Browder and died on May 4, 1867. 

According to DeGrey, Austin’s “life had 

been threatened from time to time by the 

man Herbert,” and he had apparently left 

crucial details from his report to DeGrey 

about the Stafford shooting for fear that 

he would be killed. DeGrey explained to 
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Schager that Herbert had arranged the murder, but that “the testimony of witnesses was 

not complete… as the Justice of the Peace [Catlett] who took the several affidavits would 

not question the important witnesses about the killing of Daniel Austin but endeavoured 

to smoothe the whole thing over.” DeGrey worried, correctly, that if the case was tried in 

the local courts, Browder and Herbert would be acquitted. Although Austin had identified 

Browder as his attacker and witness affidavits had tied him to Herbert, Browder was 

acquitted on May 17, 1867 and, as a result, Herbert was never tried. Catlett and members 

of local law enforcement had been essential to the acquittal.176  

The second major case that prompted DeGrey to petition for Catlett’s removal 

was the kidnapping case involving Prince Durant. Like many formerly enslaved men and 

women, Durant had a family from which he had been separated by enslavers and the 

turmoil of war. On February 8, 1867, Durant journeyed with several coworkers from Port 

Hudson to Jackson to reclaim his children from the nearby Woodside plantation. On their 

return, they were arrested by the town constable, D. Tratvine and Ed Woodside, the 

planter-turned-deputy of the white supremacist local authority. Durant and his 

companions were charged with kidnapping and tried before Catlett, who fined each of 

them two dollars and returned the children to Woodside. Their mother had died since the 

war, and his children had been indentured to Woodside, likely by Catlett himself. 

Durant’s complaint is unclear on this point, but he may have made the roughly fifteen-

mile journey after learning of their mother’s death and his children’s indenture. Whatever 

the case, DeGrey reported that when Durant pleaded to “reclaim his children who had 
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been bound out, [Catlett] answered that he did not interfere between the master and the 

slave.” In many respects, Catlett’s declaration was a candid admission of the conditions 

under which indentured children worked and doubtless captured ex-enslavers’ most 

cherished hopes for the system of unfree child labor.177  

DeGrey petitioned repeatedly on behalf of Durant during the spring and summer 

of 1867, but to no avail. The Bureau preferred to entrust the litigation of disputes to local 

officials and civil courts. Catlett and Tratvine further complicated the matter by claiming 

that they kept no records of the proceedings, pitting their word against that of Durant and 

his unnamed companions. By July, Webster reported that DeGrey had managed to get 

“all proceedings against Durant and the other freedmen dropped but the children are still 

in the hands of Woodsides.” This was the last communication Bureau agents sent 

concerning the Durant children. Nonetheless, Durant’s case appears to have had a 

somewhat happier ending than the Austin murder. In 1870, Prince Durant was living in 

East Baton Rouge with his wife, Eliza, and three children. DeGrey’s communications 

from 1867 failed to give the names of the children Durant tried to retrieve from 

Woodside, but Webster mentioned in a report to Bureau headquarters that “the children 

are all under 11 years of age.” Rose, Durant’s oldest child in 1870, was fourteen years 

old, and would have been eleven in 1867 when he tried to rescue her from forced labor in 

a midnight raid on Woodside’s plantation. We cannot know for sure how he managed to 

regain custody of his family, but it seems unlikely that it was with the help of the Bureau 

or local officials. Perhaps Durant returned to take them a second time and, like Mack, 

                                                           
177 Lt. William Webster to Capt. William Sterling, March 20, 1867, Letters Sent, Vol 1, July 1866-

July 1867, Roll 61; Lt. James DeGrey to Col. George F. Schager, May 17, 1867, Clinton, Letters Sent, Vol. 

2, May-Dec. 1867, Roll 68, LBRFAL. 



167 
 

fled the parish having done what he felt just. Whatever the case, the Durants’ reunion 

appears as a rare bright spot in the region, not because of the Bureau and courts, but in 

spite of them.178 

Black parents hoping to reclaim their children often had to contend with 

unsympathetic Bureau agents in addition to adversarial local authorities. In fact, agents 

often tried to prevent parents like Durant from reuniting with their offspring. When 

Isabella Collins came to claim the children of her deceased sister, Fanny, DeGrey initially 

refused, preferring instead to leave them indentured to a white guardian. Collins would 

not be turned away so easily, and returned with two letters, one from her former enslaver 

and a second from her current employer, testifying to her good character. DeGrey, 

pressured by these white elites, relented, explaining that “I refused to give them up on her 

first application [because] I did not know as she was competent to take care of her own 

five, and then the children.” According to DeGrey, “there is so few colored people 

competent to take proper care of themselves,” making it unlikely, in his thinking, that 

Collins was a fit guardian when a white family was available. Even after Collins’ second 

visit, he still refused to send all three children to live with their aunt. He explained that 

“the oldest boy, I have concluded to bind him to learn the painters trade”—that is, 

indenture him to a painter—and the youngest child refused to leave. If Collins could 

“come here and persuade him to go,” DeGrey wrote, “I am perfectly willing, but I cannot 
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drive him by force.” DeGrey had already determined the older boy’s fate, however, and 

would not be swayed by kinship.179 

Bureau agents’ position on indenture was crucial because, like court-enforced 

debts and usurious contracts, indentures were a key bastion of ex-enslaver power in the 

decade after the Civil War. In November 1865, the rebel-friendly Louisiana General 

Assembly passed “An Act Relative to apprentices and Indentured Servants,” which 

regulated the postemancipation indentures that ensnared the Durant children and 

countless others. The law stipulated that orphans and children of parents unable to 

“provide for and maintain said minors,” might be indentured to an employer to work as 

“domestic servants and to work on farms, plantations, or in manufacturing 

establishments.” The language of the act, of paternal provision in exchange for labor, 

echoed the ways enslavers had presented themselves. Local officials had significant 

leeway, not only to determine who qualified as able parents under the provision, but even 

the age of children. Planters and local officials regularly declared children younger than 

the community believed them to be in order to indenture them or pronounced parents less 

fit than white employers simply on account of their race. In return for the “meat, drink, 

apparrell, and lodging,” bound “children” were required to serve their “master, Executor, 

and assigns faithfully… in all things as a good and dutiful might do.” If we consider a 

distinguishing feature of American slavery to be its abrupt, uncompensated end, this 

image is complicated by indenture.180 
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Indentures were a key facet of the labor regime constructed by former enslavers in 

the region and played a significant role in the court-enforced labor scheme in East 

Feliciana uncovered by DeGrey. In response to DeGrey’s complaints, Schager wrote to 

Bureau headquarters in New Orleans that one of the ringleaders of the system, William 

Broadway, “had taken away 6 negro children who had been bound to him.” Broadway, 

who was also involved in the false imprisonment plot that ensnared Hickman, had 

apparently “grossly abused and maltreated” the child laborers, which brought them to the 

attention of DeGrey. During the subsequent investigation, Broadway had attempted to 

justify his compulsion of forced labor of black children by saying some of the children 

were infirm, and that his relationship to them was one of benevolent caretaker. 

Nonetheless, subsequent investigation turned up serious evidence of abuse. Further, three 

of the “children” were already adults and thus ineligible for indenture. This combination 

of abuse and fraud on Broadway’s plantation led the Bureau to liberate these bound 

workers and return them to their families. When considered as part of the larger scheme 

of forced labor through incarceration in Clinton, Broadway’s actions illustrate the ways 

that, when the contract failed them, former enslavers used confinement to compel unfree 

labor from ex-slaves, even children. This was a system in which Bureau agents, if not 

exactly complicit, provided the crucial stability under which it functioned.181 

The system of forced child labor was, in the minds of many Bureau agents, an 

unfortunate byproduct of emancipation. According to their thinking, slavery had 
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disadvantaged black workers, who could only hope to succeed under white direction. 

This white supremacist worldview is what had inspired DeGrey to resist releasing the 

Collins children to their aunt. The belief also led to a lengthy struggle between Wallace 

and formerly-enslaved Maria Reeding over the indenture of her son, William Callihan, 

whom she was trying to reclaim. Wallace, the agent for Pointe Coupee, felt the mother 

unfit to claim her child, but was unsure if he should dissolve the indenture since the 

woman was living. After reporting the matter to his superiors, he received orders from 

L.O. Parker to try to get Reeding to agree to the indenture. Parker explained that Wallace 

should “try and induce the mother to give her consent as if Mrs. Callihan's statement is 

true the child is Contented and doing well and the mother is unable to provide for it.” 

Reeding refused. She was so desperate for her son’s return that she hired attorney, R.A. 

Simms, to get him back. Simms threatened to bring “criminal proceedings under the law 

with regard to kidnapping” against Callihan. This threat appeared to win the day despite 

the best efforts of the Bureau to convince the mother to give up her child to forced labor 

in the home of a white woman. William Callihan was reunited with his mother.182 

Even when parents and relatives could not be found, children themselves objected 

to the system as exploitative. Webster reported one such instance in October 1867 after 

an indentured black child named Denis fled his guardian on horseback in a manner 

reminiscent of Robinson’s and the Hickleys’ escapes from slavery. Indeed, Webster 

noted that “he turned the horse lose as soon as he arrived in Baton Rouge—thinking, as 

he says, that the horse would go home,” just as the William Robinson had done years 
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earlier. Nonetheless, he wrote to DeGrey that “the boy Denis has been arrested and is 

now in confinement in the parish prison in Baton Rouge.” “The boy does not wish to 

return to the man to whom he is bound,” he explained, because “he claims that he has 

been ill treated and that he now bears the marks of a flogging recently received.” As with 

the Hickleys, Denis’ time in jail had generated expenses and put him in jeopardy of a 

different sort—unfree labor in service of the city instead of a court-appointed white 

guardian. Webster asked DeGrey to examine the boy’s situation in Port Hudson, but he 

apparently neglected to do so. In fact, in a July report, he essentially conceded that he 

never travelled to Port Hudson. “Port Hudson [is] 28 miles from here,” he wrote, and 

“freedmen living at a distance are more or less wronged which cannot very well be 

remidied.” Apparently, Denis fell into this category. We cannot know what became of 

him, but it is likely based on the circumstances that, after escaping flogging and unwaged 

labor as an indentured servant, Denis was turned over to the notoriously abusive convict 

labor system to pay off the debt growing from his arrest for his escape.183 

When family members were not present to contest indentures, members of the 

African American community often spoke up on their behalf. One such case came to the 

attention of Wallace after Joseph Honoré, a prominent resident of Pointe Coupee who had 

been a free person of color before the war, wrote a letter to General Sheridan. He 

explained that a local planter, Thomas Batchelor, had “bought a girl before the 

Comencement of the war” named Maney, now seventeen, who he continued to hold in 

bondage under articles of indenture. Honoré and other prominent local Creoles “brought 
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the case before the Justice of the Peace Wm. H. Coyle but the rebel Justice returned her 

into slavery and afterwards Justice Coyle pretended that he had no jurisdiction in said 

case.” Worse still, he explained, “the Lt. Commanding the post at hog Point refuses to 

protect the loyal people here and is playing into the hands of disloyal men and can be 

found at any time in the house of a rebel general.” Coyle, remember, was the very justice 

who had, one year earlier, beaten one of his black workers to death and had the coroner 

mark the cause of death as heart failure. Under such circumstances, Honoré wrote, people 

of color could hardly expect to be treated fairly.184 

Wallace wrote General Mower, Sheridan’s replacement, that the concerns of 

Honoré  and the people of color living in Pointe Coupee were unfounded. He learned that 

Batchelor had purchased “the little girl Maney… in Dec. 1854… she was then a small 

child.” Batchelor then “applied to this office on the 29th day of Oct. 1866,” he wrote, “for 

an article of indenture for a Freed child,” stating that “she was 12 years old that her father 

and mother were dead and the child had no relatives.” Based on the date when he 

purchased her, Batchelor had almost certainly lied about Maney’s age on the application, 

as the freedpeople in Pointe Coupee alleged. Maney apparently fled captivity in 

Batchelor’s home in May 1866 “when she run away with a young man that promised to 

marry her.” According to Wallace, “she was fortunate and had a score of lovers [when] 

Mr. Batchelor went to the Justice of the Peace Mr. Coyle who he remand back Mr. 

Batchelor.” This act to refuse the girl’s liberty, Wallace noted, “created some excitement 

among the colored population they say they believe the girl to be over 15 years old.” By 

accusing Maney of promiscuity, he justified the decision of the white authorities to 
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enforce her indenture, implying that she was unfit to care for herself. Ultimately, Wallace 

refused to concede that Maney was of age, thus refusing to admit personal misconduct, 

but agreed that she should decide where she wanted to live. The girl opted to leave 

Batchelor and go to New Orleans.185  

Just as Wallace impugned Maney’s testimony by accusing her of immoral 

behavior, he attacked Honoré for alleged Rebel sympathies. When Louisiana seceded, he 

wrote, Honoré was among “the most Violant and ardent advocates of Secession” and 

joined “the Pointe Coupee Light Brigade” to serve the Confederacy. The company, 

organized under the very Ferdinand Claiborne who helped Dooling defraud his African 

American workers, proclaimed “that they should be the first to plant the Rebel Flag on 

the Capitol at Washington.” It became rapidly clear after secession, however, that the 

Rebel government did not trust militias composed of free people of color, most of whom 

joined the Union cause at the first opportunity. Honoré was among those who joined the 

Butler’s famous “Native Guard” in November 1862. He may have fought at Port Hudson 

during the first major combat involving of soldiers of color, was attached to guard the 

steamer Sally Robinson on the Mississippi in April 1864, and served through the end of 

the war, mustering out in November 1865. Thus, when Wallace concluded that “Joseph 

Honore I am informed was the Color bearer” of the Rebel Pointe Coupee Light Brigade, 

he significantly distorted the situation to reinforce white authority. His vision of justice 

also likely forced Honoré to look beyond allies for help. He would become heavily 

involved in Republican politics in 1868.186  
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The tacit alliance between agents and former enslavers hoping to extend the 

benefits of slavery through a form of gradual emancipation in indenture involved both the 

local courts that frequently initiated indentures and the Bureau agents who reinforced 

them. As the case of Justice of the Peace Eugene Cooley demonstrates, officers of the 

court and their families benefitted from these indentures. After Sally Loyd challenged the 

indenture of Louisa Cooley, Wallace wrote a lengthy letter to his superiors explaining the 

indenture, which had apparently been approved by Judge William Cooley, Eugene’s 

brother. He justified the arrangement, explaining that the family enslaved Louisa’s 

mother who, “when she was dying requested that the child would always remain in the 

Cooly family.” Louisa had lived with the Cooleys six years since her enslaved mother’s 

death around 1861, meaning that her mother’s dying wish was not that Louisa would live 

with the Cooleys forever, but that she not be sold away from them. “Her father,” Wallace 

wrote, “was a White man and is dead some time,” suggesting that the Cooleys were the 

only family she had. In fact, Benjamin Cooley and his sister Amelia Patrick were 

Louisa’s godparents, suggesting not just a sense of kinship, but actual kinship with the 

girl, which would have meant that Louisa’s mother implored the family of her rapist to 

keep from selling her daughter. Regardless, Wallace argued that “Mr Cooley and his 

family is one of the most Honorable and exemplary families of this Parish and should 

little girl leave them she will not be apt to find so good a place to live.” The insulation 
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was clear: a poor African American woman could not make a better claim to 

guardianship than a wealthy white one.187 

While many planters turned to indenture in the aftermath of slavery, Eliza 

Hamilton and her son Washington had expectations for unfreedom that indenture was 

unable to meet. True to postwar planters’ status as tacit agents of the white supremacist 

state, the Hamiltons abducted five black children in the “fall or winter” of 1865 and 

threatened their parents not to visit or try to reclaim them “under pain of being shot.” 

These white planters held their captives in West Feliciana and nearby Woodville, 

Mississippi illegally, refusing demands by Bureau agents to release them, and apparently 

intended to permanently keep them in bondage. Keziah Arma registered a complaint 

against the Hamiltons for abducting her two children, Alice and Matilda, in early January 

1866, and although their return was ordered nearly a month later, Eliza Hamilton refused 

to return the girls to their mother. By April 1866, Alice Arma had been returned and 

Nickerson sent his clerk, Richard Leake, who would be assassinated seven months later 

by Reynolds, to determine how to recover the children of Ned Ferris, Adaline and 

Masson, and the remaining child of Keziah Arma, Matilda. Although Masson Ferris was 

eventually returned to his father, Leake reported that his sister had escaped from the 

Hamilton’s plantation, “run off into the woods and [was] not recovered.” The fifth child, 

Andrew Turner, was returned with Masson Ferris after the arrest of Washington 

Hamilton by the U.S. Army, but Eliza Hamilton still refused to return Matilda Arma to 

her mother. By August 1867, Keziah Arma was still trying to recover her abducted child 

when A. Finch visited Eliza Hamilton to determine why the girl had not been returned. 
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According to his report, she refused to leave Hamilton’s plantation. Washington 

Hamilton was never tried for these abductions, although after being arrested, he “agree[d] 

on my honor as a Gentleman” to return the children. Crucially, Nickerson and Finch 

received no meaningful assistance from the local officials in West Feliciana and 

Woodville. Without the help of uniquely diligent agents, Arma, Tuner, and Ferris would 

have had little hope of seeing their children again. Many parents were not so fortunate.188  

Former enslavers and their allies used an array of tools to diminish black freedom 

after emancipation and enhance their own wealth at the expense of African Americans. 

They enforced state laws asymmetrically to compel black labor on public works, 

particularly roads and levees, while excusing white residents from the same. Local 

officials overlooked crimes committed, not only by white elites, but also by white 

working folk. Because local officials were unwilling to prosecute white elites, planters 

became in effect de facto deputies of the white supremacist state, meting out justice and 

punishment on their black workers without constraint. In fact, as Coyle and White 

illustrate, local officials themselves committed crimes beneath the veneer of judicial 

authority. Their goal in these efforts, as with the diverse program of arrests and 

indentures they inaugurated after the war, was to extract African American wealth to their 

own benefit. This would hardly have been a mystery to Spence Lane, convicted of 
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injuring oxen that were at work in a neighboring planter’s field, or Isom McDowell, 

found guilty of owning a cart and mule. So concentrated was the legal and employer 

power vested in planters and their white supremacist allies, as Hickman’s trumped-up 

charges indicate, that Bureau agents found out about these schemes only by chance. Even 

then, as Wallace’s extremely reluctant investigation of Coyle’s murder of a freedperson 

indicates, it was significantly easier to accept absurd claims of “death by disease of the 

heart” until grassroots action by African Americans made it impossible to do so. 

White locals suspected of being too sympathetic to freedpeople, whether in an 

unofficial capacity like Gray in Baton Rouge or Richard Leake’s labor for the Bureau, 

faced economic and even physical repercussions. Leake was murdered in open court 

while Gray was taken to court. Though well-connected white unionists like Leake 

attempted to locate themselves under the protection of the Bureau, this protection often 

failed to shelter its intended beneficiaries: African Americans. As Joseph Honoré 

explained in his daring letter to Sheridan, local courts dispensed anti-black “justice” 

while Union officers dined with ex-enslavers and rebel officers. In such an environment, 

black residents could expect little help from authorities in getting a fair hearing or a 

consistent wage. The lesson of these experiences was not lost on black activists and 

radicals like Honoré and Mack. The experiences of white-administered justice in 1867 

inspired both men to become involved in politics—Honoré as an organizer and public 

speaker and Mack a vocal supporter. Nothing less than a robust mobilization of black 

power, they must have realized, would counter the system of white power that bound 

African Americans and their allies in a broad, loosely organized framework of 

incarceration.  
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Chapter 6: From Resistance to Reconciliation, 1867-1869 

 

 On October 23, 1867, Lieutenant J.M. Lee wrote a frenzied note from Bureau 

headquarters in New Orleans to Lieutenant James DeGrey in Clinton, Louisiana. The 

Assistant Commissioner had just read DeGrey’s report that black workers had, on three 

plantations in East Feliciana, taken “full possession of the plantation, crop, etc, and on 

one of them, they threatened the life of the employer.” Not only did these formerly 

enslaved laborers seize the farms on which they worked, but DeGrey wrote that “they 

took corn off and sold it, and did just as they pleased.” Lee replied that DeGrey should 

immediately report “all the facts, connected with this unauthorized, and unlawful 

proceeding on the part of the freedmen.” In an office where accounts of white theft and 

violence were regularly overlooked and ignored, DeGrey’s suggestion that African 

Americans were beginning to impound white property elicited an immediate response. 

Until 1865, many of these very plantations had been worked by enslaved men and 

women, and the wealth they produced accrued exclusively to white men of means. 

Further, during the two years since emancipation, white planters and officials had done 

nearly everything in their power to keep their formerly enslaved workers from 

accumulating wealth. They used contracts and rebel-friendly courts to police the 

boundaries of property and, when these methods failed, resorted to theft, intimidation, 

and murder to avoid paying wages to their workers. Still, Lee wrote, the Assistant 

Commissioner needed a “statement of value of corn forcibly taken from the plantations 

and sold by the freedmen.” White power and property must be restored.189  
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This chapter examines the events of late 1867 and 1868 as a revolutionary 

movement—a second wave of black radicalism that indicated the extent to which the 

“general strike” during the war had made emancipation inevitable. Emancipation, in the 

words of W.E.B. Du Bois, “was a strike on a wide basis against the conditions of work.” 

After emancipation, as noted in previous chapters, elite and working-class whites 

responded to black freedom with a complex system of theft and violence, intimidation 

and oppression. Though Congress responded to southern white supremacist violence by 

passing the Reconstruction Acts, it was the situation on the ground—the unprosecuted 

killings and uncompensated labor of African Americans—that helped inspire this second 

wave of black radicalism. This movement, long noted by historians, exemplified the 

revolutionary potential of emancipation and the real possibility of radical reform during 

Reconstruction. Unfortunately, it also solidified the counterrevolutionary alliance 

between white Americans of all stripes that undercut the movement for equality in the 

Baton Rouge area while energizing white supremacists around the prospect of a “war of 

the races.” Under the banner of an imagined race war, white supremacists inaugurated an 

actual race war. They used the specter of black political mobilization to reassert their 

control of black spaces—schools, churches, and households—and with it, their control of 

“the conditions of work.” This white reactionary movement coincided with massive 
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regional crop failures and flooding that 

tightened food and financial resources and 

raised the stakes of black political 

engagement. Though African American 

politicians would have some success in the 

region, their victories came in the face of 

unprosecuted white supremacist violence 

that ultimately undercut their power. As a 

result, the black revolution of 1868 became 

the high-water mark of postwar equality in 

the region.190 

DeGrey’s report identified one 

black worker at the center of the black 

rights movement that had appropriated 

planter farmland in East Feliciana: Lucius 

Green. Green had come into contact with 
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Figure 7: This May 5, 1867 Daily Picayune 

was typical of the white hysteria unleashed by 

the wave of black activism in 1867. White 

supremacist newspapers and rumors often tied 

demand for black rights to Haiti and an 

imminent massacre. 
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the Bureau in 1865 after being threatened by his former enslaver, Thomas Dawson, who 

had demanded Green sign a contract for food and clothing in exchange for his work. 

Green refused. He reappeared in 1867 when he was identified as the ringleader of the 

workers seizing their plantations. Though the record is sparse, the intervening years must 

have been turbulent ones for Green, pushing him from petitioning for help to organizing 

direct action. The town of Jackson, nearby the plantation where Green lived, was a 

notorious haven for white supremacists where Justice of the Peace George Catlett seemed 

intent on preserving slavery, even using the term to refer to indentured children. African 

American residents had tried to start a school there in 1866 only to have George Ruby—

the black teacher they hired—kidnapped, tortured, and left for dead by masked vigilantes. 

The kidnapers announced, according to DeGrey, that they were “going to cut his g-- d--- 

Yankee Black heart out of him” as they abducted him into the night. Remarkably, Ruby 

survived the assault with severe injuries by feigning death and then hiding in a nearby 

cotton house. Still, his subsequent flight to Baton Rouge left the school indefinitely 

without a teacher. The town was also plagued by indentureships like the one that 

separated the Durant family and fraudulent moneymaking schemes like Charles McVea’s 

sale of black farmer Daniel Davis’ homestead. Like many black Louisianans living in the 

Baton Rouge area, Green and his comrades had seen enough of white-administered 

justice and took matters into their own hands.191 
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The trouble involving Green apparently began with the Daniel Austin murder. 

The military had just arrested white overseer H.H. Herbert for killing Austin and taken 

him to Baton Rouge, leaving his plantation in the hands of his African American workers. 

The owner of the plantation, Jackson druggist J.W. Jones, immediately wrote DeGrey 

asking whether Herbert would be released soon and if a replacement could be appointed 

to oversee the plantation. DeGrey responded that, while he was concerned that the black 

workers would be laboring without a white supervisor, he could not appoint one, nor 

could he give information about Herbert’s case. Nonetheless, he wrote, “I have visited the 

place and found the people doing remarkably well.” The ability of these black workers to 

labor independently may have been surprising to DeGrey, but Jones was apparently still 

dissatisfied with his employees’ newfound autonomy and hired Reuben Nash to oversee 

the plantation. Doing so, he would soon discover, was a serious mistake.192 

Nash seems to have had significant difficulty with Jones’ employees throughout 

the summer and fall of 1867. “On several occasions during the summer,” DeGrey later 

reported, “Green threatened the life of Mr. Nash, and on one or two occasions drove him 

out of the field remarking at the time that it did not belong to him.” Green might have 

been responding to the mounting tensions in the region or perhaps it was because the last 

white plantation manager had shot and killed one of his coworkers. Indeed, by the 

summer of 1867, the case against Browder and Herbert had already ended in acquittal in 

the white-friendly local courts. Whatever the cause, Green’s proclamation that “the 

freedmen had the first claim to [the crop] and could do just as they pleased” was nothing 

short of revolutionary. It meant discarding the contract system inaugurated by Butler and 
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Banks that was designed to funnel black labor through plantations and transform it into 

white planter profits. It also meant rejecting white authority in ways that had forced the 

collapse of slavery and had compelled enslavers to promise wages to enslaved men and 

women like Ben Rowens, Abaline Miller, and those on the Carmena Estate during the 

war. Thus, when “Lucius refused [to turn over the crop] and forcibly hauled off sixty (60) 

barrels of corn and twelve (12) bushels of potatoes,” he was attacking systems of 

consumption and ownership by which propertied whites defined themselves. The 

potential evaporation of these systems on which they based their power was among their 

worst fears.193  

 The dispute between Green, Jones, and the Bureau took place within the context 

of the larger black radical movement of 1867-1868, which in turn shaped the responses of 

the parties involved. On October 9, 1867, DeGrey wrote Green a letter to “notify you that 

you are discharged from Dr. J.W. Jones’ plantation.” DeGrey demanded that “any part of 

the crop that you may have carried off the plantation, you will carry it back, and there on 

the plantation it will remain.” This, DeGrey reasoned, would ensure that “all hands 

receiv[e] their just part.” A prior complaint from black worker Daniel Isaacs, however, 

indicated that Green had been distributing corn to his co-workers. DeGrey wrote Jones 

that “Daniel Isaacs (col) reports that Mr. Nash accuses him of stealing corn when he had 

permission from [Green] the head man of the squad” to take the corn. Green had 

distributed the crop, the product of the collective labor of the African American workers 
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on the plantation, among the workers themselves. He had cut out the white landowner, 

whom DeGrey was now accommodating.194 

After DeGrey wrote Green notifying him that he had been terminated, he penned 

a lengthy letter to Jones’ remaining workers. He scolded them for having “been reported 

to me for conduct unbecoming freedmen, as being insolent, lazy, liars, thieves, in fact, 

everything that is bad.” This subversion of the employer power of Jones coincided with 

their rejection of DeGrey’s policing power, rendering their behavior uniquely deviant to 

DeGrey for having apparently rejected all white authority. “I visited the plantation for the 

purpose of investigating” he complained, “and found you absent, which causes me to 

believe that you absented yourselves on purpose to avoid me.” He explained that Green 

had been fired as an example for the remaining workers, whom he demanded should 

work in total submission to their employer. If any of them failed to faithfully execute the 

contract or were found “wanting in due respect and obedience to your employer or his 

agent,” DeGrey threatened that they would be fired without pay. Though he accused them 

of failing to work diligently, he seemed especially concerned with their practice of 

“carrying weapons to the field in working hours” and their rejection of white authority. 

That this was a byproduct of the refusal of local white authorities to prosecute Herbert or 

the Bureau to accept his case seemed to have eluded him.195 

 Herbert was connected to the second of the plantations that black workers seized 

in the fall of 1867. After his release, Isabella Fluker rented her plantation to Herbert for 

the remainder of 1867. Herbert found, much to his frustration, that his laborers quickly 
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took “possession of the place and would not allow their employer to interfere with them.” 

As with Green on Jones’ plantation, black worker Bannister Johnson and his ten 

comrades refused to recognize white authority. In DeGrey’s words, “these people worked 

when they pleased and done just as they pleased.” To reassert white authority, he “visited 

the place, read the contract and circular to them several times, and explained to them the 

nature of the agreement and the duties they had to perform.” This contract and the duties 

it imposed on black workers appeared sacrosanct to DeGrey, who threatened to dismiss 

without compensation the first black worker reported as failing to meet Herbert’s 

expectations. As with the conflict involving Green, DeGrey ignored the crucial context in 

which the chronic exploitation of Jackson-area planters merged with the overseer’s 

acquittal for a murder just months earlier. The growing unrest in the region also likely 

contributed to the uprising at a third plantation in which Major Rabb Sr. and a handful of 

other freedpeople impounded the cotton they raised for planter Joana McManus. After 

several unprosecuted murders and substantial labor unrest over the 1866 harvest, 

freedpeople like Rabb, Johnson, and Green increasingly understood white local and 

Bureau authorities as aligned against them and acted to protect one another and their 

shared interests.196 

The tensions that led Green and his co-revolutionaries to seize the plantations they 

worked grew directly from slavery, Union wartime policy, and the postwar frustrations of 

navigating judicial, economic, and political systems premised on white power. Historians 

have long noted African American demands for land redistribution in the wake of 
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emancipation, which were muted only because African Americans throughout the lower 

south were unable to vote until 1867. These demands were, to be sure, consistent from 

the time of secession, when general emancipation became a serious possibility. 

Nonetheless, black workers asserted their claim to the land they had cleared and worked 

for generations in waves, one of hope in the winter of 1865 and one of frustration in the 

winter of 1866 after a year of working within the white-controlled plantation and court 

systems. This second wave helped shape the 1867 growing season and inspired African 

Americans to take matters into their own hands after a series of disasters left the 1867 

cotton harvest significantly smaller than anticipated. In many respects, this revolutionary 

movement understood black Louisiana as a separate body politic and led African 

American politicians and activists to demand black land and power.197 

West Feliciana Bureau agent and fraudster Lieutenant Alex Massie summarized 

the planter view of the situation in a letter to Bureau headquarters in December 1866. He 

opined that freedpeople “distrust the Whites. They will not form contracts for another 

year at present, as they expect that the land is to be devided between them in January. 

they have heard of an expected general confiscation of Rebel property, and that they will 

receive the benefit of it.” The rumor that the U.S. government would redistribute enslaver 

land was, for Massie, the real cause of the trouble between planters and black workers 

rather than the generations of exploitation that left freedpeople impoverished and that 

enriched their former masters. While uniquely unsympathetic to African Americans’ 

struggles, Massie’s observations were eerily similar to even the most egalitarian Bureau 

agent. William Webster, for instance, reported a two-part problem from Baton Rouge in 
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late 1867. First, local “whites boast now that they are to have power again and put the 

negroes back in their proper place. They also enform them that the Freedmen's Bureau 

can no longer do anything for them.” “The blacks on the other hand,” he wrote, “boast 

considerably about what they intend to do at the South, stating that they intend to put in 

all negro officers, to deprive the whites of votes, to confiscate land etc. all of which tend 

to disturb the state of feeling between the two races.” For Massie, black workers refusal 

to sign contracts in 1867 grew from white rumors that African Americans had heard, 

while Webster identified it as a key demand of black voters. Though they held 

fundamentally divergent views of African Americans, they agreed on a central point: 

black Louisianans’ claims to enslaver land created significant political tension in late 

1867.198  

In March of 1867, Congress passed two Reconstruction Acts over President 

Johnson’s veto, which placed Louisiana and the other rebellious states under direct 

control of the U.S. military. The acts also effectively enfranchised black Louisianans, and 

though the mechanics of their inclusion in the body politic were dependent on local 

factors, the vast majority of African American men in the state could vote by the end of 

the year. It also facilitated the appointment of local officials to replace those who had to 

be removed for egregious violations of the law. Webster explained the friction caused by 

one such instance in Port Hudson, where “the whites are very much opposed to the two 

colored civil officers, recently appointed there.” White locals would go to almost any 

length to keep their cases out of the hands of the two black justices of the peace in Port 
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Hudson, and “generally have the case transferred to one of the [white] Justices in” Baton 

Rouge. And in a curious turn of events, Webster found that freedpeople were “too 

anxious to bring the whites to trial for anything and everything, now that they have a 

colored Justice and Constable.” Black Louisianans understood the value of race in local 

courts as they worked to emerge from a system whose very foundation was racial 

exploitation. Their ability to file a suit against a white plaintiff before a justice of color 

turned the tables on the white-controlled system of contracts and courts. It was a key 

facet of their revolution in 1867.199 

Even before the September 1867 vote for a new constitutional convention, the 

legislation in Congress had radically changed things on the ground in Baton Rouge. What 

started as a simple barroom brawl in June 1867 between Charles Neff, a former slave, 

and Charles Bates, a German immigrant and barkeeper, revealed how the environment 

had been transformed. Neff had gone to Bates’ establishment for a beer, as he had done 

even in slavery, and asked if he could be served indoors. Bates agreed, saying that Neff 

would have to wait until his white customers left, but that he could sit inside. At some 

point, Bates changed his mind, and told Neff that he would only serve him outdoors in 

the garden. When Neff declined and said he would go home, Bates grew angry, followed 

him outside, and tried unsuccessfully to shoot him. Neff and other witness told Bureau 

agent Webster that “Neff ha[d] been in the habit of taking refreshments in the Bates 

saloon for the last ten or fifteen years, and they have been on friendly terms. Bates now 

tells Neff that he liked him well enough before he joined the party (meaning the 

Republican party).” In fact, Webster wrote, “Bates could not have objected to him on 
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account of color, as there were other colored persons taking refreshments at the same 

time in his saloon.” Instead, it was clear that the social landscape had been transformed 

by changes in Congress before a single black voter had cast a ballot. Neff’s newfound 

political affiliation and the changes Republicans had wrought made him unbearable for 

Bates.200 

A central pillar of the wave of black activism in 1867 was freedpeople’s political 

organization and engagement. The surge in African American political organizing after 

1867 put pressure on Bureau agents and local officials to take the demands of black 

Louisianans seriously, a tactic already used to expose the 1866 murder covered up by 

W.S. Burton and Henry Coyle in Pointe 

Coupee. Black Louisianans formed 

“Republican clubs” in towns and hamlets 

throughout the region in 1867, sparking 

frenzied claims from white locals that 

former slaves were about to slaughter 

them. In a notorious instance, West 

Feliciana Bureau agent A. Finch reported 

to Bureau headquarters that white 

residents from the town of Laurel Hill 

complained that “the Negroes in the 

Neighborhood were in the habit of 
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assembling at Laurel Hill every week with fire arms and drilling.” He explained that “the 

people claim they are in great danger and implore protection.” By “the people,” Finch 

meant whites. And, as was often the case, Finch’s report of white fears of black violence 

prompted an immediate response from Bureau headquarters ordering Finch to investigate 

the matter.201  

Finch reported that the white residents of Laurel Hill were particularly frustrated 

that the freedpeople holding the Laurel Hill meeting “threw out their pickets and arrested 

all negroes who refused to attend and would not let any white person pass their lines.” 

White West Felicianans complained of a similar practice of the “Washington club on 

beecher plantation” where Finch visited to “due away with the impression that freedmen 

would be fined and imprisoned for not attending [the] metting.” Beneath the language of 

uprising and racial warfare of the complainants lay a frustration that there existed spaces 

outside white influence or control, and that this new political movement might demand 

the loyalty of their black workers. Indeed, after Finch visited the Laurel Hill meeting, he 

wrote that the freedpeople “assembled at Larrell Hill for the purpas of organising a 

political club,” not launching a violent uprising. Although he managed to convince the 

participants in this black political club to discontinue their practice of meeting armed, 

they apparently felt compelled to quite literally defend their political activities from 

attack. Clearly the experiences of victims of white political violence, especially the 

famous massacre of the voting rights convention at the Mechanics’ Institute a year earlier 

in New Orleans, weighed heavily on black political alliances. Whether they came armed 

to political meetings, they had every reason to do so. The threat of white planters who 
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longed for a return to slavery was never far from the minds of these formerly enslaved 

men and women who fought to exercise their rights.202 

Bureau agent H.F. Wallace wrote of similar troubles in Pointe Coupee Parish to 

Capt. William Sterling. Wallace complained in May that, following a meeting in the 

southern portion of the parish, “one of the members of the Club Mr. Antione Decuir…  

recommended all [freedpeople] to arm and go in a body to the Court House and be 

registered” to vote. “This it seems,” he observed, “caused a good deal of excitement 

among the White persons in the neighborhood fearing violence from the Freedmen.” 

Wallace wrote that he advised the club members to avoid meeting armed, concluding in a 

subsequent report that “a colision [with whites] may happen at any time if [freedpeople] 

are armed and allowed to go to those meetings with arms.” White Louisianans expected 

to be able to exert control over black space, as Finch’s reports implied, and to wield a 

monopoly of force over their black neighbors. Anything short of total control of black 

residents by their white neighbors, as Wallace’s note indicated, would cause a “colision.” 

The onus, per Wallace, was on black workers to submit and adhere to these antebellum 

norms if violence was to be avoided.203  

Jurisdiction over the use of force and the regulation of space apparently was not 

enough for former enslavers, as Wallace observed in a series of reports on the growing 

political tensions in Pointe Coupee. J.B. Sterling complained to Wallace that his workers 

                                                           
202 Ibid; A. Finch, August 8, 1867, Bayou Sara, Registers of Letters Sent, May 1867-March 1868, 

Roll 64; A. Finch to Maj Gen J.A. Mower, August 10, 1867, Letters Sent, May-December 1867, Roll 64, 

LBRFAL. Whether black political clubs actually brought arms to their meetings has been a subject of 

debate. I have chosen to analyze why they might have wanted to. See Hahn, A Nation Under Our Feet, 

173-175, 193-195. 
203 H.F. Wallace to Capt. Wm. H. Sterling, May 20, 1867, New Roads; H.F. Wallace to Capt. 

W.H. Sterling, May 31, 1867, New Roads, Trimonthly and Special Reports, Volume 1, Apr. 1866-May 

1868, Roll 97, LBRFAL. 



192 
 

violated their contract by refusing to obey his order to avoid political meetings. Similarly, 

black worker Solomon Harden reported that his employer and overseer, John Pringle and 

James Cotton, the men who had brutally beaten Abaline Miller, fired him for attending a 

political meeting in New Roads. Wallace concluded that “I have written to Mr. Cotton 

and requested him to let the boy back and try to make a better boy of him.” It seemed 

that, in Wallace’s reckoning, Harden should have been a “better boy” and kept out of 

local politics. After freedpeople Albert Smith and John Butler were fired from Mr. 

Broadess’ plantation for attending political meetings, the best Wallace could offer was 

that they should at least be paid for the time they had worked and “leave the place as soon 

as paid.” Apparently, for Wallace, local politics was the domain of white men.204 

In East Feliciana Parish, DeGrey encountered similar difficulties in August 1867. 

White locals not only requested that U.S. troops be sent to protect them, but also declared 

that they would not permit African American political clubs. “The freedmen are forming 

Republican clubs,” he wrote, “and calling meetings throughout the parish which the 

whites say they will not allow or tolerate. I have been waited upon by four of the most 

prominent citizens of the parish who requested me… to apply for a sufficient force to 

quell any disturbance that may arise.” Black political organizing, DeGrey and his white 

petitioners worried, could only lead to violence. “The whites use every exertion to 

discourage [freedpeople] in voting the Radical ticket,” he wrote in September. “They 

have put several conservative candidates in the field and often use threats if they hands 

will not vote as they say.” DeGrey criticized ex-rebels who he considered treasonous, but 
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he was not particularly sympathetic with black political activism, writing that the trouble 

began because “freedmen carried arms to the meetings,” itself a response to the 

unidirectional nature of state-sanctioned white supremacist violence. He did request the 

additional troops sought by white East Felicianans, though it appears there was never any 

danger of a violent uprising of former slaves. In fact, he requested that they be withdrawn 

just four months later for representing a persistent danger to black men and women.205  

The election for the constitutional convention in September 1867 went off 

relatively smoothly compared to the police massacre of advocates of black suffrage in 

1866 or the systemic violence of subsequent elections. DeGrey reported from Clinton that 

former enslavers mostly hoped to confuse former slaves into voting for the conservative 

candidates and against a new constitutional convention. With his usual racist paternalism, 

he theorized that “the colored people here, are hardly capable of making their own 

calculations, and they will, usually, believe all that is told them, and on this the employer 

will take advantage of them by all manner of falsehoods.” This was apparently also the 

presumption under which the white residents of the parish operated, as they at once 

boycotted the vote in hopes of depriving the outcome of legitimacy while also trying to 

convince black residents to vote for the interests of their former enslavers.206  

Accusing African Americans of incompetence after the election, as DeGrey did, 

demonstrated an unshakable, almost blinding belief in white supremacy. Indeed, he noted 

some “mismanagement” by white officials and obstruction by planters who threatened to 
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fire workers who voted, who told them the election had been postponed, or who gave the 

closing time for polls as the time they opened. Still, African Americans fully devoted 

themselves to voting. In the face of every obstacle, “the freedmen, one and all, who had 

an opportunity to vote, cast the same ticket viz- 'for a convention' and for J.P. Newsham, 

white, of West Feliciana, and John H. Gair and Richard Lewis (col) of this parish for 

Delegates thereto.” In other words, they rejected the manipulation DeGrey accused them 

of being susceptible to, understood the issues and stakes, and voted accordingly. 

DeGrey’s pronouncement of black incompetence was, by the time of his writing, literally 

unbelievable.207 

Despite the reasonable mobilization of black Louisianans in response to 

overwhelming white supremacist threats, and perhaps because of it, white authorities 

continued to view African American assertiveness with alarm. Webster noted one such 

instance in Baton Rouge, in which Union troops beat and robbed black locals. According 

to Webster’s June 19, 1867 report to Brig. Gen. R.S. McKenzie, “Alex Esters came to my 

office and reported that he had just been beaten and otherwise ill-treated by three white 

men in U.S. uniform.” African American Esters reported that “one of [the soldiers] asked 

him the time, but before he could reply, the same struck him he (Esters) then received 

three blows [succeeded] in getting loose and ran up the street, pursued, for a short 

distance by the soldiers. They took his hat away with them, and went toward the 

Barracks.” Reminiscent of George Roby’s attempted theft of Charles Cross’ watch in 

1863, the unidentified soldiers used their authority to exploit black Louisianans and take 

their property. The next day, June 17th, “Payton Lawrence and Nelson Banks, freedmen, 
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came to my office,” Webster wrote, “and reported that they had been assaulted and 

beaten by four white men in U.S. uniform.” Though the members of the 41st U.S. Infantry 

had been stationed in Baton Rouge to help enforce Reconstruction and protect the rights 

of freedpeople, in an environment of increasing black political activism, they appeared 

more willing to assault black residents than defend black rights.208  

DeGrey had requested additional troops be sent to East Feliciana Parish to prevent 

a potential dispute between African Americans and white locals over black political 

mobilization. These soldiers, as Webster found in Baton Rouge, brought their own 

prejudices and desires to their work, and occasionally worsened an already tense 

environment. Annanias Fruer, an African American minister, had organized a fundraising 

meeting in the black schoolhouse in Jackson to benefit the school on December 14, 1867, 

when he “saw a squad of soldiers of the U.S. Army, and a sergeant enter the house and 

the latter saying ‘get out of here every damned son of a bitch of you.’” Black church 

member William C. Williams testified that “they passed us, at which time the sergeant 

drew his sword and said to the crowd outside ‘I want this meeting broken up get away 

from here every god damned one of you, clear out.’” As freedpeople raced out of the 

meeting, Williams recalled that “the sergeant came out of the building and in moving off 

with his men turned around and said to the few who remained ‘leave here now, and I 

want no more meetings here and if I catch you here again I will arrest every one of you 

and take you down to Baton Rouge, and put you in the penitentiary.’” Not only did U.S. 

troops storm the black gathering, but they did so in conjunction with white local officials, 

themselves veterans of the Rebel army. The specter of black education, and of African 
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American political assertiveness more generally, produced an early reconciliation on the 

ground in East Feliciana. The moment white supremacy seemed legitimately threatened 

in Louisiana, whites largely set aside their own issues of “loyalty” and launched a 

reunionist campaign of antiblack violence and intimidation that expanded through 

1868.209 

The events in Jackson exceeded concern for the experience of black congregants 

or the potential for a school for freedpeople. In a second letter sent to headquarters the 

same day, DeGrey worried that “if the colored people of Jackson are compelled to put up 

with almost tyranical rule which the civil authorities have been inflicting on them I do not 

doubt but what they may, when driven to it, uprise and revenge themselves on their 

oppressors.” Despite his frequent, deeply racist commentary on local events, DeGrey 

understood that East Feliciana Parish was a pressure cooker and that white supremacist 

local officials were recklessly turning up the heat. He no longer made this argument on 

the basis of justice or fairness, as he had in the months prior, but on pure expediency. 

“The colored people presume,” he wrote, “to be protected by both Military and civil law, 

but the town of Jackson is and has been, an exception to this. The demoralized reputation 

of its white citizens and their many outrages on freedmen place them beyond the pale of 

even peaceable citizens.” Only “a military commission… appointed to investigate the late 

disorders in the above town and also the proceedings of the local authorities for the past 

year” could prevent a true African American revolution. DeGrey was wrong on this 

point, but his concern that something had to be done to prevent black violence in the 
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midst of a white supremacist rampage was a common one among Bureau agents by late 

1867.210 

A revolution seemed likely in some corners of the Baton Rouge area where 

attacks on property became one major avenue of black resistance. On January 10, 1868, 

M. Basso, Bureau agent for Pointe Coupee, reported to headquarters that he had just 

helped settle a disagreement over the annual wages on Mary C. Sterling’s plantation. 

Nonetheless, one freedperson, John Robinson, seemed dissatisfied during the settlement. 

Afterward, Robinson “stated in the presence of several freedmen, that he would set fire to 

the cotton house; which threat he did execute.” Robinson had apparently been promised 

higher wages during the 1867 season as a foreman, but his African American supervisees 

found him too overbearing and his white employer had him replaced. The Bureau agent 

at the time, H.F. Wallace, tried to negotiate a compromise so that Robinson would “be 

compensated for the extra labor he had done.” Whether or not Sterling had honored this 

agreement, Robinson apparently felt he had been treated unjustly and set fire to Sterling’s 

cotton—the product of his exploitation as a worker. In a local court system that had 

trouble prosecuting even the most flagrant acts of antiblack violence, Robinson found 

himself “lodged by Civil Authorities in Jail” for his act of arson.211 

African Americans in Pointe Coupee not only attacked white property, but they 

seemed willing to forego participation in the white-controlled judicial system entirely. 

Basso reported roughly two weeks before the barn burning incident that after the white 
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justice of the peace had refused to assist them, black workers had solved the murder of 

Fabius Jones on their own. The case had originally come to Basso’s attention because 

local freedpeople worried that another murder would be overlooked. They suspected 

W.H. Phillips, a neighboring planter, of having committed the crime as the body had been 

discovered on his property and because local officials refused to question him. They 

asked Basso for help, but after he referred them again to the civil authorities, they 

decided instead to take matters into their own hands. Basso wrote: 

“Mr. Philipps would probably have fallen a victim to the enraged freedmen, who 

thought him the murderer, had it not been for the same old man Geoffroie, who 

Kneeled down by the body, and swore by it, that Mr. Phillipps was innosent, and 

not to harm him. They then all agreed to take a test oath by the death body, as to 

their innosence to the murder, each individual separately, but when the named 

came to the man Anthony, he refused, stating, that nobody could force him to do 

so. This implicated himself in the eyes of the freedpeople, who then accused him 

of the murder, and a party of them called on me, to write a note to Mr. Henry 

Pascalin Justice of the Peace to have him arrested.” 

Basso explained that Anthony had fled the scene and, after a thorough search, was 

arrested by “a squad of U.S. 20th Inf. and turned over to the Deputy Sheriff and lodged in 

Jail where he now is. He has since confessed his guilt, and awaits his trial for murder.”212 

The Jones murder revealed several important elements of African American 

resistance during the second wave of black activism that began in late 1867. First, black 
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Louisianans created a parallel system of investigation and justice to supplement the white 

supremacist system of injustice after slavery. This judicial apparatus democratized the 

policing of African American communities, the gathering of evidence, the questioning of 

witnesses, and the declaration of formal allegations. The whole community demanded 

and actively sought justice for Jones as a group. Second, the black judicial system at 

work in Pointe Coupee in January 1868 rejected the norms of white judicial authority—

the affidavit, the grand jury, and the judge—as legitimate. The African American men 

and women who insisted that those present lay next to Jones’ body and swear an oath had 

doubtless borne witness to the injustice meted out on black defendants in local courts and 

understood their tendency to reproduce power based on whiteness and wealth. They 

incorporated elements valuable to their community—the oath and conjuring—that 

represented an alternate vision of justice that opened participation in the judicial process 

to those who could not read or had little money. The results were dramatic, levelling, and, 

if we accept Anthony’s confession, effective.213 

As with the local court system, black radicals erected a program of wealth 

redistribution that worked outside the bounds of white control. They impounded planters’ 

cotton and corn, as Green had on Jones’ plantation, but found more success with another 

vestige of planter wealth: livestock. These thefts were in part due to the crop failures and 

flooding that had ravaged the region and left its inhabitants destitute, many on the verge 

of starvation. Stealing food was a matter of survival for impoverished families regardless 

of race. However, former slaves had another concern that surely informed the actions of 

those willing to seize food from planters just as Green and his coworkers had confiscated 
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the plantation on which they labored: years of unwaged labor. It was no accident that, at 

the very moment black Louisianans formed political clubs and demanded accountability 

for crimes against black Louisianans, freedpeople took food from planters as rightly 

theirs. Their cries for justice sought to transform the plantation landscape, targeting sites 

of planter wealth as expressions of exploitation slated for extinction. 

Webster wrote to Bureau headquarters on December 21, 1867 about the 

widespread theft in the region. He explained that planters in Baton Rouge “still make 

complaints that the freedmen are killing stock and stealing, but in the majority of cases, 

they do not know whether it is freedmen or whites.” The widespread crop failures had 

impoverished many in the region, and Webster was unwilling to blame the rising theft of 

food solely on freedpeople. He wrote that when “the freedmen are detected stealing or 

killing stock, they are promptly arrested by the civil authorities.” Writing the same day to 

Finch in West Feliciana, planter Isaac Maynard conceded that because of recent crop 

failures, “the whole of the colored population are in a state bordering on starvation at this 

moment, as well as many white people.” He felt certain, however, that “the freedmen… 

are stealing, all the stock of Cattle, hogs, sheep, etc. that they can lay their hands upon, 

even in broad day light.” Making matters worse, according to Maynard, was that “upon 

these Cattle etc. the white people are entirely dependent to sustain their families in meat.” 

If former slaves stole their livestock, he observed, white families would be unable to eat 

meat.214  
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Maynard acknowledged that everyone’s crops had failed, regardless of their race. 

His reason for blaming African Americans for the subsequent spree of thefts was 

apparently that the cattle, hogs, and sheep were white property, and therefore only subject 

to the pilfering of black thieves. Yet his letter raised an important question that explained 

his concern with the alleged lawlessness of freedpeople: “Who can put these colored 

people at work the coming year?” Maynard’s question was at once a matter of resources 

and an issue of authority. He observed that virtually no planters could afford to hire black 

workers because they had lost so much money on their previous crop. The fault for this 

failure, in Maynard’s reckoning, lay with freedpeople and the solution seemed clear. “I 

believe further that the necessiting of the freedmen will induce or compel them to work 

better and more faithfully,” he theorized, “than they have ever done, provided they are 

not tampered with again by designing demaugouges to leave them from the fields to 

attend political meetings, as they have been the past year, to their great loss, as they now 

are fully aware.” This last statement was crucial to understanding Maynard’s accusatory 

request. He insinuated that black political organizations and meetings caused the failures 

of 1867 even though white farmers had also lost their crops. For Maynard, the only 

solution was to prevent black workers from being “tampered” with by being included in 

the political processes. Here, Maynard’s rationale for merging a complaint alleging that 

freedpeople stole white-owned livestock with one about black political mobilization 

became clear. The common thread, and the source of his objection, was black 

Louisianans’ revolutionary activity that, while hardly causing flooding and crop failures, 

clearly threatened white property.215 
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DeGrey tended to side with planters’ evaluation of the causes of the 1867 crop 

failures. He wrote in November that “I am thoroughly convinced that the freedmen are 

greatly to blame, as they would not, as a general rule, be dictated to either by their 

employers or their agents.” Former slaves’ rejection of white authority led directly to the 

famine currently plaguing the parish for DeGrey. Black Louisianans’ stubbornness was 

so severe, he wrote, that “in fact they will not have a white person dictate to them.” He 

frequently opined that freedpeople were incapable of caring for themselves and needed 

white supervision if they hoped to succeed. This African American intransigence, he 

wrote, was the source of planter “ill feelings towards their hands.” Despite freedpeople’s 

alleged faults, DeGrey celebrated that “the planters have not, as far as I can learn, gone to 

extremes, but I would not be surprised if they did ere long.” Former enslavers already 

used a variety of schemes to avoid paying their workers and, when these failed, beat and 

murdered them with relative impunity. While DeGrey failed to elaborate on the 

“extremes” planters patiently avoided in response to the “loss of their cattle and hogs” 

and more overt forms of black resistance, they must have been extreme indeed.216 

DeGrey’s tone shifted significantly following the increased black militancy of late 

1867. If his letters had been consistently paternalistic during the first year of his service 

with the Bureau, he had still regularly complained about planters’ abuse and exploitation 

of their workers. That changed in late 1867 during the second wave of black radicalism. 

Even his reports themselves were materially different, consistently omitting freedpeople’s 

names and significant details of their complaints after midyear. The shift in DeGrey’s 

attitude reflects how many white northerners, united with former slaves in their dislike of 
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enslavers, became wary of the implications of reform once black workers inserted their 

voices into political, economic, and judicial processes. While it would be a mistake to 

treat these changing attitudes and their impact on Reconstruction as linear, they 

nonetheless indicate that the sputtering of the federal commitment to African American 

rights aligned with a surge in black assertiveness at the very moment when they could 

participate fully in the political process. It seems unlikely that the timing of this withering 

white support for equality was coincidental. Black workers wanted wages and self-

determination that white Americans had long considered white prerogatives. 

As black worker Lewis Gooding’s case in April 1867 illustrated, any amount of 

resistance could bring a charge of killing livestock. Gooding reported that West Feliciana 

planter Whitman Wilcox had asked him to haul a barrel of flour to town for him. When 

Gooding refused to carry it, Wilcox “then said I had to mind how I behaved on this 

place.” Gooding tried to deescalate the confrontation, assuring Wilcox that “all the 

objection I had for doing it was that I was so heavily loaded.” His continued 

unwillingness to carry the flour to town for Wilcox only seemed to further enrage the 

planter, who “accused me of killing his goats” and “drew his revolver on me and put it at 

my throat and said dry up or I will bore a hole through you. he made me take my hands 

out of my pockets and hold them up.” Gooding’s refusal to serve the white planter led to 

the accusation of goat stealing and a death threat. Though planters and Bureau agents 

consistently tied the wave of livestock thefts later that year to freedpeople’s presumed 

negligence of their duty for political organization, the charge against Gooding appeared 

to be grounded in nothing more than his having said no to a member of the white elite.217 
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While Gooding’s disobedience to a white planter led to accusations of stealing 

livestock, Castilio Adams’ alleged disloyalty occurred while he was still enslaved to 

Francis Evans in West Feliciana. Evans explained in a letter to the Bureau in mid-1868 

that sometime in 1863, during the siege of Port Hudson, Adams had “voluntarily left [the 

plantation], carrying off, without my then knowledge, or consent, one of my mules, for 

which he has never accounted to me.” This desertion of slavery, during the first major 

wave of black radicalism, deprived Evans of his enslaved property in Adams. The focal 

point of Evans’ complaint to the Bureau, however, centered on Adams’ participation in 

the second wave of activism in late 1867 and early 1868. According to Evans, Adams had 

been squatting on his land. “His stay here,” Evans fumed, “after having been repeatedly 

warned to leave the place has been a continued trespass.” Adams not only lived on the 

land of his former enslaver, but even attempted to cultivate it to his exclusive benefit. 

Evans explained that “the patch which he now claims as his private crop is a very small 

affair at best and badly cultivated. the corn all eaten off of the stock, by Castilio himself, 

as one of my most reliable laborers informs me.” That Adams claimed access to his 

former enslavers’ land and exclusive property rights to the crops he grew there was no 

accident; it had been a central demand of black workers since the initial wartime wave of 

black radicalism. In fact, Adams’ actions as described by Evans gave a good sense of 

freedpeople’s vision postemancipation labor as granting independence from white 

employers. Adams treated his crop as a means of subsistence, which differed significantly 

from Evans’ profit-driven view, the likely source of Evans’ ridicule of the crop.218 

                                                           
218 Francis A. Evans to Mr. R.M. Davis, Undated [mid-1868], Unregistered Letters Received, 

December 1865-December 1868, Roll 65, LBRFAL. 



205 
 

White planters like Evans and black workers like Adams might have been able to 

work out a compromise system in the Baton Rouge area had it not been for the massive 

crop failures and flooding of 1867. These contributed significantly to the deteriorating 

social, political, and economic conditions in the Baton Rouge area, and indicate that more 

work needs to be done to evaluate the environmental constraints on effectively 

implementing Reconstruction policy. DeGrey summarized the situation in an August 10th 

letter to Webster, writing:  

“I anticipate some trouble between the planters and freedmen, as the former are 

beginning to turn off their hands, owing to the gloomy prospects of the crops. Six 

weeks ago, three hundred laborers could easily find employment in this parish, 

and to day, I doubt if there is a single planter who would take a laborer for his 

board. A number of farmers have ceased ‘killing’ the grass, and have put all hands 

at destroying the worm. One of the largest planters here, who employs seventy 

two hands, told me today that he did not expect to cultivate forty bales of cotton, 

owing to the ravages of the worm. I fear that the freedmen will have very little 

coming to them at the end of the season; they will certainly have nothing if this 

rainy weather and the worm keeps on.” 

DeGrey’s analysis was bleak, but relatively consistent with neighboring Bureau agents. 

His ominous conclusion—that freedpeople would have no wages for their labor in 

1867—was sadly prescient. Though planters and even DeGrey later blamed freedpeople 

for the eventual destruction wrought by the worms on East Feliciana cotton crops, 

DeGrey observed at the time that the massive infestation was tied to the weather. It was 
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not until later, when scapegoating was the final tool available to white elites, that planters 

blamed black political mobilization for their crop failures.219 

 The worm in question, according to Webster, was the armyworm. He wrote, also 

on August 10th, that planters “wished to discharge [freedpeople] from the plantations on 

account of the anticipated destruction of the cotton crops by the ‘Army worms.’” The 

worms, actually the larval stage of the Mythimna unipuncta moth, were notorious pests, 

and their impact on crops, according to modern agricultural science, fluctuated based on 

the weather. According to Webster, planters considered the crop failure inevitable when 

they grasped the scope of the infestation and tried to break their contracts with black 

workers to avoid having to pay them. Planters thus understood the impact of the worm to 

be largely out of their control. At the end of the month, however, Webster’s tone shifted 

to blaming freedpeople for having “left their wives and daughters out of the crop this year 

and attempted to support them by their own labor.” Although planters had been firing 

workers at the beginning of the month, indicating that they thought the crop was beyond 

saving by additional labor, by month’s end Webster considered this the fault of 

freedpeople. He worried that “if the worms destroy the crop they will find themselves in 

many instances heavily in debt to the planters” because so “few of the [freedpeople] 

followed my advice.” Had black men forced their wives and children to work, he mused, 

the crop failure in East Baton Rouge might have been avoided and their wages saved.220 
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 Finch expressed many of the same concerns as DeGrey and Webster over the 

impact of the armyworm infestation in West Feliciana. He wrote Webster in September 

1867 that “the cotton worm has done thier work of destruction throughout the parish and 

has cut the cotton crop short by one half.” The devastation caused by the worm, he 

mused, “will make hard times for many of the freedman that have large families to 

support.” The crop failure would likely “cripple thier efforts to git thier schools” and 

push their “old and crippled parrents and relitives that can not suport them selves” to the 

brink of starvation. Finch theorized that the lost crop was partly to blame for the tense 

political situation in the parish. He wrote that “the police jury in this parish hase taken 

some action to solicit the sending of troops in this parish for the purpos of keeping all 

evill disposed parties in restraint,” a reference to the wave of African American political 

activism that had swept the parish in places like Laurel Hill and Beecher Plantation. The 

tension caused by the egalitarian social changes that planters had worked so hard to 

undermine through contractual and legal mechanisms following emancipation was 

compounded by the economic strain expected in 1868. Former enslavers were highly 

motivated to avoid paying wages and empowering workers by the end of 1867.221 

 Wallace did not report any difficulty with the armyworms but struggled with a 

different sort of crisis in Pointe Coupee: flooding. On March 31, 1867, he wrote the first 

of a stream of letters that would last the remainder of the year on the severe flooding that 

had devastated the parish. Wallace’s letter to headquarters communicated a sense of 

urgency. “Many of the people are in their houses and unable to escape,” Wallace wrote. 

“All their stock is drowned,” he reported, “and many are ten miles from a foot of dry land 
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some of the richest places in the Parish are 6 and 7 feet under water in many cases the 

people are still in their houses and have no means of escaping.” Flooding even touched 

his posting in the parish seat, as he had “to pay a boy one dollar to rowe a skiff to the 

nearest Post office only four miles a cross the country.” A letter from local planter 

Charles Poydras two months later demonstrated the breadth and duration of the flooding 

in the parish. Poydras wrote in May that most of the parish had been submerged, its 

inhabitants having “lost the whole or greatest part of their Cattle, hogs, Poultry upon 

which chiefly depend for a living and even their Mules and horses. Some families who 

could not escape in time had to remain in the garret of their houses for several days 

before they could be relieved.” Those who managed to escape the rising waters, Poydras 

reported, “have been exposed to the inclemency of the season sickness and all sorts of 

privation. These are in want of every thing.” Poydras considered the situation dire and 

felt that “at least from 4000 to 5000 persons in our Parish,” more than half its estimated 

1867 population, were “destitute of all means and [would] be for several months to 

come.” Residents of Pointe Coupee teetered on the brink of starvation.222 

 The August 10th complaint of black worker Squire Carroll indicated the ways in 

which the crop failures and destitution caused by the flooding heightened the tensions 

between freedpeople and planters in Pointe Coupee. Carroll wrote Wallace a frantic note 

that his employer, Armand Lacour, refused to distribute rations to his workers and 

threatened to shoot them for demanding them. Carroll and his team had contracted with 

Lacour to provide their corn “since the Caterpillars has got in our Crop,” but Lacour had 
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since refused and demanded that the workers beg for the ration “worse than a dog.” 

Lacour’s desire to force his black employees to grovel for food angered freedperson 

Thom Retter, who “told him that was not the way for him to acct. according to his 

promises.” Incensed at this act of defiance, Lacour “caught him Retter in his Collar and 

then asking him if he wanted to fight him” and called his daughter to bring his gun. Retter 

managed to struggle free, but the confrontation with Lacour was dangerous, leaving 

Carroll to end his note ominously: “So dear Sir please do and Come immediately I do not 

know what this would turn after while.” Everyone involved likely understood that 

challenging Lacour’s authority as Retter had done invited almost certain retribution from 

the planter. By September, accounts like Carroll’s had become incredibly common, not 

just in Pointe Coupee, but across the region dealing with an array of disasters that wiped 

out the region’s wealth, and with it, the ability to cope with the mounting social tensions 

that accompanied the growing surge in black radicalism. The scarcity of food, combined 

with the altered political landscape, had made nearly every interaction an opportunity for 

confrontation.223 

 Finch’s concern with freedpeople’s radicalism in West Feliciana increased in 

early 1868. Black Louisianans had stopped working, he reported, and refused to sign 

contracts for the 1868 planting season. Their reason, according to Finch, was that they 

were waiting “untill Mr. J.P. Newsham returns as he is going to distribute and divide the 

Lands to them.” Appropriation of the land they had worked for generations had long been 

central to African American politics, and in early 1868, it appeared to many black 
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workers that they might be on the verge of achieving that long-term goal. Newsham had 

been elected to represent the area in the Constitutional Convention of 1868, and many 

black voters may have hoped he would be able to redistribute enslavers’ land in the new 

constitution. For Finch, however, only a white trickster could have been behind the 

“mischief” of freedpeople wanting to appropriate the land on which they had been 

enslaved. He concluded “that these people are misled by some one is true beyond a 

doubt.” Further, with a lack of white supervision and the potential for an end to it entirely 

with the advent of black landowning, Finch worried that “moral habits of the Freedman 

are becoming daily worse.” Despite the racist overtones of his letter, Finch tied the rising 

demands for land to the many planter schemes and environmental factors that had 

deprived black Louisianans of significant wages since emancipation. “I fear their will not 

be any improvement” to freedpeople’s morality, he wrote, “untill they become more 

prosperous in their sistem of Labor.” The exploitation they had endured forced black 

Felicianans to take desperate measures.224 

 In 1868, while Bureau officials spent most of their time tracking relief efforts to 

starving Louisianans, white supremacists began to organize in earnest and test the limits 

of the federal enforcement of black rights. The first wave of violence came in the election 

for governor and the new state constitution on April 17th and 18th. George Ragan, a 

Republican candidate for the state senate from Baton Rouge, testified to the Louisianan 

General Assembly that he “tried several times to vote, but each time was surrounded by 

special policemen” who threatened him with clubs and convinced him to forego voting 

for himself. When W.H. Benton visited the polls in Baton Rouge, he saw policemen beat 

                                                           
224 A. Finch to Capt L.H. Warren, Jan 31, 1868, Letters Sent, Volume 3, December 1867-April 

1868, Roll 64, LBRFAL. 



211 
 

Andrew Harrigan, a white Ohio-born carpenter, for asking to see the ballots the ex-Rebel 

election commissioner John McHugh took from black voters. Benton even testified that 

McHugh announced that “he could whip Harrigan himself, then and there, and would like 

to do it.” This violence was not particularly widespread, likely because so many 

Democrats had been disenfranchised by the Reconstruction Acts of 1867 and understood 

that they had little hope of victory. Indeed, though Democrats claimed that Louisiana 

Republicans manufactured these claims for political gain, we should note that 

Republicans won the election in a landslide and had little incentive to conjure white 

supremacist phantoms. Having already won, there was no political gain to be had.225 

The testimony of election-related intimidation and violence did turn up two 

important patterns that would shape nearly every election in Louisiana through the formal 

end of Reconstruction in 1877: economic intimidation and unprosecuted white 

supremacist vigilantism. Ragan, for instance, testified that he had been assaulted in a 

saloon about two weeks before the election. His assailants announced that Ragan had 

“helped to make that damn black nigger constitution, and expected to carry it over the 

heads of gentlemen, but that it would carry him to hell, and damn soon.” He cried to the 

bartender for help but was told to leave just as Bates had expelled Neff less than a year 

prior. When Ragan tried to escape, “he was severely beaten with canes and clubs.” Some 

of his attackers were arrested and brought to trial, but when the witnesses came to testify, 

they “said they heard nothing, saw nothing, and knew nothing of the matter.” Even 

Ragan’s status as a white man was unable to secure him justice in the rebel-friendly 
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judicial system, and his assailants walked free, likely with the understanding that they 

could act with impunity to suppress radical voters.226 

Former slave Edward Triplat testified to the other lasting tactic of Louisiana 

Democrats: the economic threat. Triplat recalled to the General Assembly that he 

overheard one of the election commissioners, Charles Sherburne, announce on election 

day “that he would discharge any of his hands who voted for the constitution.” Worse 

still, he claimed, “some colored men were discharged even for registering.” Triplat’s 

testimony echoed the power of the “boisterous clause”—parts of the contract 

emphasizing good behavior that gave former enslavers incredible leeway to terminate 

their black workers without pay. Over in East Feliciana Parish, black revolutionary 

Lucius Green was discharged along with several coworkers on April 13, 1868, just days 

before the election by planter George Brannon. The reason he gave for their dismissal 

was that they had pledged “to vote the Republican ticket.” DeGrey wrote to Brannon 

“informing him that he could not discharge his laborers because they chose to vote the 

Republican ticket,” but the sheer volume of complaints indicated a problem that the 

Bureau was ill-suited to address. By firing outspoken workers like Green before the 

election, Brannon likely hoped to dissuade others from voting Republican. In this 

instance, DeGrey failed to note whether Green and his associates were able to return to 

work. Given the turbulence of the election and the number of complaints he heard, it was 

likely that he was unable to follow up on each of them and may never have learned what 

happened to Green.227 
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Figure 9: This shot of a page from DeGrey's complaint book gives a sense of the scope of 

postelection layoffs. Given the difficulty of travelling from rural plantations to DeGrey’s 

office in Clinton to report a claim, it is likely that the problem was substantially larger 

than even his copious notes on the April dismissals indicate. 

Even when planters did not fire workers for having voted, they still leveraged 

their financial power to punish freedpeople for their past political activity and discourage 

it in the future. DeGrey reported to Bureau headquarters that planters who had contracted 

to provide food to their workers for the year “now refuse[d] to do so because the 

freedmen voted the Republican ticket.” DeGrey observed that “most of these laborers are 

in a starving condition, and they cannot procure supplies from any one, as most of the 

white people would like to see the freedmen starve.” In an environment where supplies 

and cash were already tight because of the widespread crop failures from the previous 
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year, DeGrey found that white residents would rather see freedpeople die than vote 

Republican. He thought that he would be unable to force these planters to adhere to their 

contracts and asked his superiors whether it would be possible to supply these black 

workers through the Bureau. He suggested that those freedpeople being starved for 

having voted Republican be allowed to “make application for supplies through the 

Bureau, taking those who own the most as security on the bond.” They would have to pay 

for their own supplies if they hoped to survive, despite the contractual obligations of their 

employers.228 

The forced starvation of black men who voted the Republican ticket also 

coincided with an increase in violence in the aftermath of the April election. In East 

Feliciana, DeGrey’s replacement, George Dunwell, reported in June that planter A.E. 

Anderson had “shot at and killed one of his laborers named Daniel Brooks, said Brooks 

being at the time in the act of stealing potatoes from the field.” In Pointe Coupee, 

freedperson Jack Hobert reported to Bureau agent Victor Benthien in August that his 

employer, Mr. E. Pullum, “finding him in night time, taking corn from his crib; fired at 

him three times, always caps missing fire.” Pullum then “drove him off the place, 

refusing to [pay] him for work done.” Perhaps neither Hobert nor Brooks had voted 

Republican. Neither of the new agents had noted the circumstances of the attempted 

murders. What was clear, however, was that planters across the region became 

emboldened after the April election and began taking sweeping and often violent 

measures to dissuade black workers from voting Republican. Those who refused to 
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submit to their former enslavers might be arrested, starved, or shot, but would certainly 

face overwhelming obstacles to cast a ballot after April 1868.229 

The election-related violence and coercion only increased during the summer and 

fall of 1868 when it appeared that those who committed acts of violence against 

Republicans would not be prosecuted. On August 29, white vigilantes visited the house 

of J.P. Newsham, the radical politician and rumored redistributor of rebel land, and 

declared that “we want to cut your heart out and wash our hands in your blood.” 

Newsham was not home at the time, but the vigilantes held his wife and gunpoint and 

tried unsuccessfully to torch his house. In the wake of the November presidential election 

and amid a bevy of Republican complaints of violence and intimidation, the Baton Rouge 

Weekly Advocate gloated that “very little attention will be paid to the plaintive howl that 

will be set up by Newsham & Co., over their grievious [election] disappointment.” 

Crimes against Republicans would not be prosecuted locally and, the editor surmised, 

Congressional Republicans cared little for the safety of their Louisiana brethren.230 

The November 3rd presidential election witnessed widespread white supremacist 

vigilantism that attempted to suppress the African American vote, the first that would 

include many ex-rebel Democrats since the Reconstruction Acts of early 1867. In Baton 

Rouge, white policemen guarded the polls and waved pistols at black voters, swapped out 

Republican tickets for Democratic ones, and threatened to jail Republican election 

officials if they interfered. They ran Republican senatorial candidate and Baton Rouge 
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resident George Egan out of town, and when he boarded the steamer Robert E. Lee to 

escape to New Orleans, they ambushed him outside his cabin, viciously beat him, and left 

him for dead. African Americans were effectively shut out of some precincts where 

heavily armed Baton Rouge policemen and deputies blocked the doors. In the words of a 

witness, at one precinct “from two to three hundred intimidated colored people left the 

polls, who would have voted the Radical Republican ticket, if allowed a free expression 

of their political feelings.” If Baton Rouge white supremacists tested the water of 

electoral violence and intimidation in April, by November they had jumped in.231 

In the wake of the election, with complaints surfacing that local officials had 

beaten, threatened, and intimidated black voters, Baton Rouge Mayor James Elam issued 

a remarkable public statement. He decried the Republican concerns as “utterly false and 

mischievous,” inspired by their defeat in the election rather than a concern for fairness 

and public safety. Elam announced that “maligning this community” put Republican 

supporters and election supervisors in danger, and that they could live safely only under 

the protection of white officials. In case this veiled threat was not enough, Elam 

continued that “I shall for the future regard these [Republican] miscreants as dangerous to 

the public peace and unworthy of public confidence… Their oft-repeated and gross 

insults upon the citizens of Baton Rouge, render more and more difficult the duty of 

saving them from the just indignation of the subjects vituperation and abuse.” Though 

Elam threatened that Republicans may no longer be safe in Baton Rouge because he 

might decline to protect them in the future, the mayor’s declaration was laced with a 
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bitter irony. The majority of election-related complaints came, not against “the citizens of 

Baton Rouge,” but against its police and officials. They had already failed to preserve the 

rule of law to protect Republican voters, candidates, and officials. This was the source of 

the postelection complaint. Local Republicans surely knew that Elam’s threat was an 

empty one, not because he would not see it through, but because he already had.232 

Details from the surrounding parishes were sparse, circulated by rumor, and 

difficult to confirm because of the rural plantation structure and the entrenched local 

power of white supremacists. If Bureau reports, newspaper accounts, and legislative 

testimony were any indication, however, a vast white supremacist campaign suppressed 

black voters throughout the state. The Bureau records compiled by the Louisiana General 

Assembly in the Supplemental Report on the election found that 297 people were 

reported murdered to Bureau headquarters from September through November 1868. The 

report listed some sporadic violence from the region, fourteen incidents from East 

Feliciana and one from West Feliciana or Pointe Coupee, and one from East Baton 

Rouge. These numbers should be viewed, however, as very conservative. The turnover 

rate for Bureau agents in the region had increased dramatically in late 1867 and 1868. 

Pointe Coupee, West Feliciana, and East Baton Rouge all had a different Bureau agent 

for each of the three elections during the fourteen-month span from September 1867 

through November 1868. DeGrey resigned in East Feliciana after the April 1868 election, 

leaving a new agent, H.E. Barton, to manage the significantly more violent November 

contest. Their records of this second election in 1868, which took place just as they were 
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coming on the job, are visually sparse and likely only recorded a fraction of the actual 

incidents of violence and intimidation.233  

Violence against Bureau agents also limited their ability to gather information. In 

August 1867, just before the first election, Dr. Lewis pulled a knife on DeGrey while his 

brother drew a pistol. John DeLee drew a pistol on H.E. Barton immediately after the 

third election, announcing “I'll fix you, you God Damned, Low lived, sneaking Yankee 

son of a Bitch!” If getting accurate information from distant plantations was difficult 

under normal circumstances, it was nearly impossible under threat of death at the hands 

of former enslavers. Further complicating matters, the Bureau record itself began to dry 

up in 1868, partially due to turnover among agents and partly the due to plans to 

dramatically scale back operations by the end of the year. The result was a wave of white 

supremacist violence that happened largely in the dark. The Supplemental Report and 

newspapers give glimpses into the massacres in St. Landry, St. Bernard, Jefferson, 

Caddo, Bosier, and Orleans Parishes and indicate the epidemic of violence that swept the 

state. The most horrific violence appears to have happened in the two months prior to the 

election, and likely served as a deterrent to black voters who had too much experience 

with the white judicial system to expect fairness. Frustratingly, we will likely never know 

its full scope, but the unprosecuted violence of 1868 became the most consistent white 

supremacist strategy and spelled the end of the radical potential of Reconstruction in the 

region.234 
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From the perspective of the Bureau agents who, despite mixed feelings on black 

liberty, served as a counterbalance to white supremacist local officials, the fiscal and 

social crises in late 1867 and early 1868 marked the beginning of the end of their project 

in the region. Webster summarized the situation in a November 30, 1867 report to Bureau 

headquarters. He wrote that the wave of African Americans seizing white-controlled 

property was an expression of the lingering unfairness in the legal system. White 

planters, he observed, “will allow the freedmen but little other chance to gain a 

livelilhood,” using debts and trickery to extract as much wealth as possible from their 

black workers. “In many cases the freedmen could settle these claims against them,” 

Webster wrote, “could they obtain the amount of the claims they hold against planters, 

but they are either unable to take their cases before the civil courts because they can not 

give the required bonds to have seizures made.” Those who managed to get their cases to 

court could not obtain redress “partly because the freedpeople are ignorant of matter[s] of 

law and do not find out what to do in the cases until it is too late, and partly from the fact 

that the planters and other whites are able to [obtain] statements of many of the blacks.” 

Webster found that these planter-friendly statements by black workers were clearly 

coerced, writing that “generally the witnesses they produce require considerable 

schooling before the planters are ready to bring them in and considerable prompting after 

they are brought in.” Even more than two years after the end of the war, former enslavers 

still wielded incredible institutional power over black workers in the absence of outside 

intervention.235 
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Webster observed that the systemic workplace injustices practiced by white 

planters against black workers became solidified in white-controlled courts. For Webster, 

there was a very real danger that African Americans could be subject to a system under 

white control of credit, labor, and the courts that might become “worse than their former 

condition of slavery.” The outstanding debts of freedpeople, exacerbated by the crop 

failures of 1867, would be debilitating and might allow planters to impound their existing 

property and future labor. Black Louisianans could be, Webster feared, “deprived of 

almost everything they possess with these debts against them, they will be entirely at the 

mercy of the planters and other whites of this community.” He envisioned a single 

avenue that might prevent the resuscitation of slavery: a robust, interventionist federal 

advocate modeled after the Freedmen’s Bureau. Webster predicted that “the 

discontinuance of this Bureau during the next year will leave the freedmen in this section 

of the state in an almost helpless condition,” not because African Americans were 

incompetent, but because former enslavers had rigged systems of power to prevent black 

wealth. The only thing that could prevent exploitation, for Webster, was the committed 

aid “of the Bureau, or some other, and similar institution for the next five years to come.” 

Unfortunately, that was not to be. 

Black residents of the Baton Rouge area gave white locals and federal officials 

room to act in good faith through the 1866 harvest, becoming increasingly assertive 

throughout 1867 and 1868 when white authorities made clear their desire to permanently 

disempower African Americans. They seized white property and demanded better wages. 

Black residents organized politically and diligently participated in policing and judicial 

systems when they saw the opportunity. Black radicals like Lucius Green, Castilio 
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Adams, and Nero Mack elected an interracial contingent of democratic revolutionaries 

like John Gair, J.P. Newsham, and Joseph Honoré. They understood the relationship 

between meaningful representation and just compensation, hoping that the Louisiana 

General Assembly, with support from Congress, would grant them what they believed to 

be rightfully theirs: the land on which they and their ancestors had been enslaved. In the 

meantime, they armed themselves, attacked former enslavers’ property, refused to sign 

contracts, and attempted to disrupt the bedrock of plantation agriculture: access to cheap 

African American labor. Built upon the lessons of the first wave of wartime black 

radicalism, this second wave might have totally restructured the Baton Rouge area 

systems of wealth, labor, and justice that overlapped to form the material basis of white 

supremacy.  

Instead, the black revolutionary movement that began in 1867 encountered two 

significant obstacles that ultimately thwarted its success. The first obstacle was the 

massive crop failure of 1867 which, within the landscape of entrenched white supremacy, 

meant that the most vulnerable residents—formerly enslaved workers—would bear the 

brunt of the shortfall. In fact, former enslavers used the subsequent famine to their 

advantage, literally starving members of the black resistance into submission or 

annihilation. The scarce resources also put African Americans at the mercy of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau for supplies at the very moment when their revolutionary activity was 

making agents uncomfortable. In 1868, the Bureau moved away from enforcement and 

spent much of its time distributing and tracking food supplies at the very moment that 

they encountered the second obstacle: white supremacists were hatching a 

counterrevolutionary plot to undermine the elections of April and November 1868. The 



222 
 

result was that the Bureau was rapidly overwhelmed and lost a number of longstanding 

agents at the moment when they were most needed to document white supremacist 

activity. As white U.S. troops joined local officials in Jackson in disrupting black 

political activity, white supremacists committed unprosecuted acts of violence in broad 

daylight that signaled the end of the radical potential of Reconstruction in the region. 

Outside of New Orleans and sugar parishes where the balance of power was markedly 

different, this seeming reconciliation of federal officials and local white supremacists in a 

limited vision of emancipation had lasting consequences from which black men and 

women living in the Baton Rouge area never fully recovered.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion: The Death of a Politician 

 

It was October 1875 and John Gair was on the run. He had been elected to the 

Louisiana Constitutional Convention of 1868 and had represented East Feliciana in the 

state legislature in the 1870 and 1872 terms. A formerly enslaved carpenter, Gair drew 

support from black Louisianans like Nero Mack, who was wounded and nearly arrested 

by white supremacists at a campaign rally in 1872. Gair ran a contentious campaign for 

the state senate in 1874 and narrowly lost after surviving an assassination attempt in 

October 1874 on the eve of the election. Gair had been a major political player in the 

Baton Rouge area following Reconstruction and led a democratic revolution in the region 

that would have been unthinkable a few short years earlier. Things quickly began to 

spiral out of control for Gair after his failed senate bid. White supremacists ran him out of 

town in the summer of 1875 and, not satisfied with merely exiling their foe, accused him 

in October of attempted murder. Hiding out in Baton Rouge, he would not live to see the 

end of the month.236 

Gair represented everything white supremacist Louisianans hated about 

Reconstruction. Having been enslaved, Gair rose to political power in 1867 to enshrine 

equality in its revamped state constitution of 1868. This remarkable document, a 

testament to the efforts of black folk like Gair, guaranteed “equal rights and privileges” to 

formerly enslaved men and women in ways the federal government would fail to do for 

another century. Though never enforced by the state, these more radical elements of the 

                                                           
236 Weekly Louisianian, New Orleans, LA, October 24, 1874, p. 2; Patriot-Democrat, Clinton, LA, 

June 26, 1875, reprinted as “Feliciana to be Redeemed,” New Orleans Republican, July 10, 1875, p. 2; 

“White League Diabolism,” Weekly Louisianian, October 30, 1875, p. 2; “Blood on the Border,” New 

Orleans Republican, October 15, 1875, p. 1. For Mack and the 1872 rally, see Chapter Four. 
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state constitution struck at the very heart of former enslavers’ system of carceral 

consumption. Black Louisianans could, legally speaking, demand equality. They had 

legal standing to prosecute former enslavers for postemancipation wage theft and even 

enter exclusively white spaces like the opera house. Had the state enforced its laws and 

penalized white supremacists for discrimination and vigilantism, Gair’s eventual fate 

might have been very different.237 

Gair inspired white rage in another important way: he defied planter demands to 

remain at manual labor. In fact, he flouted white northern notions of emancipation on this 

point also. Gair took political office—once the bastion of enslaver-secessionists—and 

used it to attack the power of white elites. It was through local and state politics that 

enslavers had erected carceral consumption. They appropriated the property and labor of 

others, meted out “justice” under the guise of the state, and enshrined a system in which 

justice and profit were thoroughly intertwined. White elites and African Americans alike 

understood the central role that state and local government had played in slavery. Gair’s 

expulsion from East Feliciana was the product of this mutual recognition that the 

meaning and implications of emancipation would be determined behind courthouse 

doors—in positions of political and legal authority.  

Former enslavers erected a series of obstacles to black freedom after 

emancipation. With the help of white northerners, they created a contract system that kept 

African Americans on the plantation while suppressing wages through mechanisms like 

the boisterous clause, legal trickery, indenture, kidnapping, and nonpayment. White 

Louisianans’ control of the courts ensured that white elites would avoid prosecution for 

                                                           
237 Constitution Adopted by the State Constitutional Convention of the State of Louisiana, 7 March 

1868 (New Orleans, LA, 1868), 4. 
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stealing black wages and suppressing black rights. This new postwar order also made 

unlikely allies out of elites and the poor “white trash” whom enslavers had vigorously 

policed before the war. Gair and the burgeoning African American political class had 

managed to elude these systems and with their political power, to give hope to black 

workers that the system could be transformed. Under the logic of carceral consumption, 

in which enslavers meted out torture for even mundane interactions outside of plantation 

systems of profit, Gair and his co-revolutionaries had to be stopped.  

After running Gair out of the parish in July 1875, white supremacists orchestrated 

his murder. They accused his sister-in-law, Babe Matthews, of trying to poison a 

prominent local White Leaguer, Dr. J.W. Saunders. According to the official accounts 

given by the town’s racist elite, Matthews handed Saunders a dipper of water from which 

to drink on October 11, 1875. After tasting it and seeing a scowl on Matthews’ face, 

Saunders claimed, he immediately became ill and declared himself a victim of arsenic 

poisoning. Saunders lied. The symptoms for arsenic poisoning are delayed by several 

hours and the substance itself is tasteless. Saunders could not have been the victim of 

arsenic poisoning. Matthews then allegedly confessed that she had tried to poison 

Saunders as part of a conspiracy initiated by Gair, of which there was no independent 

corroborating evidence. After Matthews’ “confession,” local authorities issued a warrant 

for Gair’s arrest in Baton Rouge. Gair was arrested by Deputy Sheriff W.E. Woodward 

on October 13th and assassinated on the road to Clinton, reportedly by masked vigilantes. 

Matthews, whose testimony as remembered by white elites justified Gair’s arrest, was 

lynched in the yard of the courthouse that very night. By the morning of October 14th, no 

one living could dispute the poisoning allegations made by East Feliciana’s white 
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supremacist elites. After ousting all black officeholders from the parish, white elites were 

once again free to administer “justice” as they saw fit—to enshrine the systems of 

carceral consumption that were the very foundations of their antebellum wealth and 

power.238 

We historians of race and labor still have much to learn about the ways that 

incarceration shapes our lives beyond prison walls. Most of the men and women in 

“Carceral State” were not formally imprisoned, yet prosecution and the penitentiary 

loomed large in their struggles for wages and dignity with white employers and agents of 

the state. Nero Mack fought these power structures throughout Reconstruction. He, like 

many others, eventually paid for this 

revolutionary activity with his life. After 

being repeatedly threatened with arrest 

for demanding wages and equality, he 

was sentenced to hard labor at the state 

penitentiary for “wounding less than 

mayhem”—a crime notoriously 

associated with convict leasing. Mack 

lived under this threat of incarceration 

from emancipation through his death 

                                                           
238 Weekly Louisianian, October 24, 1874, p. 2; Patriot-Democrat, June 26, 1875, reprinted 

“Feliciana to be Redeemed,” New Orleans Republican, July 10, 1875, p. 2; “White League Diabolism,” 
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Figure 10: Though the court records appear 

not to have survived, Mack’s sentence for 

“wounding less than mayhem” fits the pattern 

of his prior interactions with the legal system. 

The crime referred to assault but carried 

stiffer penalties that helped populate 

Louisiana’s convict lease system after 

emancipation. 

https://emedicine.medscape.com/article/1174215-overview
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enslaved to the state. In this work, I attempted to view the prison through black 

Louisianans’ eyes as a Foucauldian phantom—a spectacle that imposed order while 

applying direct force only sparingly. Working people like Mack experienced this system 

as multifaceted and even nebulous, which is how I employ the terms carceral 

consumption and carceral contract. Future scholars, particularly of race and labor across 

emancipation, will doubtless have much to contribute as we continue to examine the 

ways that the specter of incarceration seeped through prison walls to bind those beyond 

the immediate grasp of the state.239   

Though we know a great deal about the role of nineteenth-century penitentiaries 

and courts, much remains unknown about police officers, sheriffs, and justices of the 

peace. It was primarily at this point that state power was directly enacted on black 

Louisianans across emancipation. “Carceral State” shows the outlines of a decisive 

alliance between working-class whites and elites in the relationship between police and 

local courts. Constable James White, for example, imposed his unique brand of 

ruffianism on African Americans across West Feliciana and East Baton Rouge parishes 

with the tacit approval of local planters, whose control of the courts allowed White to 

evade justice time and again. Insulated from prosecution by friendly elites, the former 

guerilla fighter stole black Louisianans’ property and abused their bodies with alarming 

regularity. These non-elite whites became the shock troops of postemancipation white 

supremacy, enlisting as the “special policemen” tasked with preventing black voting in 

Baton Rouge during the gubernatorial elections of April 1868. As the current critiques of 
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228 
 

mass incarceration, police brutality, and the carceral state show, the actual work of beat 

level policing, particularly as it relates to race and inequality, remains a crucial bastion of 

white power.240 

“Carceral State” also demonstrates a need for labor histories that examine worker 

exploitation through the lens of consumption. Consumption is the least theorized aspect 

of the process of labor exploitation and capital accumulation. It is also the point at which 

these processes should be most intelligible to modern American readers. Purchasing is 

the way in which most of us experience wages and work, as well as exclusion from both. 

Our varying abilities to buy, along with what we choose to consume, remain the most 

consistent and visible expressions of our relationships to power. Particularly as work in 

the U.S. has moved from the factory to the iPhone, we in the field would do well to move 

with it—to examine unconventional elements in the history of labor and consumption to 

shed new light on ongoing systems of exploitation. “Carceral State” provides a useful 

framework in carceral consumption—the everyday policing of profit and property—by 

highlighting the ways in which planters viewed black labor as a birthright form of white 

property to which, along with the other trappings of wealth, they were exclusively 

entitled. From this perspective, postemancipation policing and courts constituted a 

counterrevolutionary system of property accumulation, funneling wages from the pockets 

of freedpeople and back into the coffers of their employers. Crucially, the postwar 

iteration of this system invited poor whites to participate in its spoils as a concession for 

maintaining the power of white elites. No longer did elites quibble over non-elite white 

                                                           
240 Testimony of George Ragan, Report of the Joint Committee of the General Assembly of 

Louisiana on the Conduct of the Election of April 17 and 18, 1868, and the Condition of Peace and Order 
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access to black wealth as they had in their rejection of the 1858 Apprentice Bill so long 

as it did not impinge on their own carceral consumption. This was a necessary innovation 

for white elites, who could no longer legally treat black bodies as property and thus had 

to rely on the support of poor and working whites to maintain their wealth. 

This work also reveals some of the ways in which American agricultural work has 

always depended upon the willingness of the state to penalize vulnerable groups to the 

benefit of growers. After African Americans overturned chattel slavery, white 

supremacist planters worked diligently to restore a piecemeal unfreedom for their 

workers. They carefully avoided paying wages and crafted an array of what amounted to 

embezzlement schemes to prevent black Louisianans from accumulating property. The 

intended result was clear: to replicate the unwaged agricultural workforce of slavery to 

the greatest extent possible and, with it, to underwrite elite white wealth. In this respect, 

the capitalism and slavery argument—that the growth of American capitalism relied upon 

slavery—should be expanded to include the systems of coerced labor that continue to 

feed Americans. Whether it was the regime of Jim Crow labor developed in the wake of 

emancipation, the various systems of “coolie” labor employed throughout the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, or the web of Bracero and “undocumented” work that eventually 

replaced them, food and farm work have long depended on those deprived of full legal 

status by the state. These contingent workers still subsidize the lives and livelihoods of 

their more fortunate contemporaries, allowing more of us than at any point in history to 

leave food work in search of new opportunities. Indeed, “Carceral State” would not have 

been possible without their labor.  
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Though we have much left to understand about race and labor across 

emancipation, the legacies of carceral consumption are overwhelmingly clear. Louisiana 

remains a bastion of racial inequality and incarceration, regularly competing for the top 

spot in both categories. The overlap between the two was no accident. Generations of 

bound, unpaid workers was the ultimate aim of Louisiana’s enslavers when they killed 

the “Apprentice Bill” in 1858, which they likely considered the most significant threat to 

the systems of exploitation and consumption they had created in slavery. They surely 

would have reacted with horror, as Catherine Hereford did in 1868 as she considered 

emigrating to British Honduras, at the actual consequence of secession—a general strike 

of black workers culminating in emancipation. The world that neither the enslaver 

oligarchs of 1858 nor Hereford and the emigrationist elites of 1868 could imagine was 

one of free black labor. White Northern soldiers like Colonel Henry Frisbie, too, were 

stricken with this same failure of imagination. Together, they tilted the scales of justice 

towards unfreedom in the aftermath of emancipation. While none of them could have 

imagined a Louisiana with the degree of freedom African Americans enjoy today, these 

nineteenth-century white supremacists would doubtless have found something 

reassuringly familiar in Louisiana’s present-day racial disparities in income and 

incarceration. They understood the ways that incarceration, broadly defined, 

disproportionately benefitted white elites. The Louisiana we inherited from them was, by 

their design, a carceral state.241  
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